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Introduction 
There are large areas of Mongolia that are open

steppe, with short vegetation as far as the eye can see. In
many places there are good densities of small mammals and
birds, but nest sites are limited for birds of prey. Although
Saker Falcons (Falco cherrug) and Upland Buzzards (Buteo
hemilasius) will sometimes nest on the ground in these
places (Fomin and Bold 1991, Potapov et al. 2001), effec-
tively about 30 % of Mongolia is unproductive through lack
of nest sites.

In some parts of the steppe, Brandt’s vole numbers
(Microtus brandtii) build up and peak on a three or four -
ten year cycle, leaving the ground stripped bare. These vole
plague areas may be about 150 kilometres across and are
plainly visible from the air at 30,000 feet. Livestock grazing
is impossible in these areas until the vole numbers crash
again. Therefore it has been a policy to poison voles to stop

30mm plumbing pipe 3 m long. The lower part of the legs were
bent at the erection spot and dug into the ground for 0.5 m (See
Figure 1). In the ground the legs were fixed with rocks, scrap
metal or any other material at hand. At the top the legs were
kept together with a welded collar. This supported a welded
metal square 30 by 30 cm carrying a 50 by 50 cm plywood
square. A central wire from the nest square to the ground was
tensioned to provide extra stability. A ‘starter’ nest was built of
twigs, bones and scraps of skin on the plywood base.
Additional barbed wire was wrapped around the tripods to dis-
courage camels and cattle rubbing themselves and thus dam-
aging the structure.

The nest structures were placed 2 km apart in a com-
pletely flat area of the steppe on the border of the Darkhan and
Bayanmunkh somons of Khentei aimaq (province). The choice
of the area was predetermined by the distribution of vole peak
areas and the topography. The trial area is a polygon 20 x 23
km. It takes 300 km by car to check all nest structures.

Vole density was estimated by counting vole colonies
in a 50 m radius around the nest structures located evenly
across the study area. The counts were repeated in 2002 in
May once, in June 3 times, in October once, and in 2003
throughout the breeding season. The counts thus represent the
number of colonies in an area of 0.785 ha. Assuming that there
are 5.3 individual voles on average living in a colony
(Bannikov 1954), one can estimate the vole density as individ-
uals/ha.

Results

Saker farming in wild habitats: progress to date.
E. Potapov1, D. Sumya2, O. Shagdarsuren2, S. Gombobataar2, I. Karyakin3, N. Fox1
these peaks occurring.
In 2002, with permits from the administration of

Darkhan and Bayanmunkh somons, we erected artificial
nest sites in one of these areas. The idea was to test whether
the sites would attract raptors to nest there, and, if so,
whether their food requirements would be sufficient to
impact and perhaps even depress vole numbers so that their
populations stabilised rather than cycled. The nests also had
to be constructed in such a way that as the vole plague shift-
ed across the steppe, the nests could also be moved to fol-
low it.

The obvious sequel to this would be the creation of
‘new’ breeding populations of raptors. As the Saker is a sig-
nificant species in trade, it might thus be possible to create
wild falcon ‘farms’ without the need for taking birds into
captive breeding programmes. This could thus provide
alternative income to local grazing communities and give
them an incentive not to use poisons.

Methods
In the spring of 2002 we set up 97 artificial nest

sites in a high-density vole area (Sumya et al. 2003). The
nests were based on scrap iron tripods, approximately 2
metres high (Figure 1), at 2 km spacing. They were built
partially in Ulanbaatar, and assembled in the study area. The
nest structures were designed to be transportable over long
distances, cheap and, if necessity arises, movable at little
extra cost. The nest structures were standard and consisted
of interchangeable parts. The three legs were made of

The total density of voles in the study area was very
high (Figure 2) in the season 2002 and reached about 150 indi-
viduals per ha. The voles spread to this study area from the
south in mid-March 2002, and were still arriving and estab-
lishing new colonies. 

The summer 2002 was a pivotal in the practices of the
Pest Control Agency at the Ministry of Agriculture of
Mongolia. They have abandoned zinc-based chemicals to con-
trol the Brandts Vole, and started to apply poisoned grain both
manually and from airplanes. The grain was treated with 0.5%
Bromdialone (Report to the Ministry of Agriculture 2001). The
treated grain proved to be an effective rodenticide, but it accu-
mulates in the trophic chain and gets passed on to raptors. The
latter die almost instantly on the spot. The contaminated grain
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Figure 2. Left: Vole index in the study area in 2002 and 2003.
Vertical Axis: Number of active colonies in 50 m radius.
Right: Number of pairs (vertical axis) of Upland Buzzards
and Sakers breeding in the experimental plot.



breeding in the artificial nests reached 54.4 pairs per 1000
km2. There were no Steppe Eagles breeding in the area in
2003, in contrast to the situation of the 2002. Thus the num-
bers of the Upland Buzzards increased from 4 pairs in 2002
to 25 pairs in 2003, and Sakers from 0 pairs in 2002 to 4 in
2003. Breeding rate per unit area in 2003 was 21.7 chicks
per 1000 km2 for Sakers and 89.1 chicks per 1000 km2 for
Upland Buzzards.

Discussion
The idea of attracting birds of prey to artificial nest

platforms is not new. There are known designs of artificial
nest platforms for a variety of species (e.g. Dewar and
Shawyer 1996 and references therein). In Mongolia, the
Saker was known to occupy artificial nest sites erected on
existing nesting structures, e.g. electric poles (Ellis, 2000,
Ellis, D. Unpublished report to the EPA, Ministry of Nature
and Environmnent of Mongolia). The fundamental differ-
ence of this study is that we provided not only the nests
themselves, but also nest structures in habitat which is com-
pletely flat and has no suitable places for raptors. In theory,
the grid of artificial nest sites is dense enough to estimate
maximum potential density of Sakers and Upland Buzzards.

In our previous correspondence (Sumya et al.
2003) we predicted that some 15 -20 of the nest platforms
might be occupied by raptors. The reality exceeded our
expectations: a total of 29 pairs of raptors bred in the area
despite of the dramatic decline in the numbers of voles. The
density of Sakers of 8.6 pairs per 1000 km2 in the trial area
by far exceeds the figure 2.5 pairs per 1000 km2 - the aver-
age density for Mongolian typical steppes measured in sev-
eral study areas monitored in 1998-2000 (Shagdarsuren et
al. 2001). It is also surprisingly higher than the density
recorded in an adjoining study area in 2003 – below 1.3
pairs per 1000 km2.

was distributed amongst the Darkhan and Bayanmunkh
somons at different times, and this virtually saved the exper-
iment. Darhan somon was spreading the poison in summer
and autumn of 2002 in the western part of the artificial nest
study area, i.e. mostly after the breeding season, whereas
Bayamnunkh somon started to apply the rodenticide in
small patches around the eastern side of the area. There
were only few casualties: we recovered corpses of a Golden
Eagle and two Upland Buzzards. 

In general, due to the application of the rodenticide
and to natural decline, the vole numbers crashed to almost
zero in the year 2003. Only a few colonies survived, forcing
most resident raptors to feed on birds.

Nest occupancy
We managed to erect the nests by 20 April 2002,

too late for the Saker Falcons to start breeding on the nest
platforms, but the occupancy of the pioneering species such
as Ravens and Upland Buzzards was surprisingly high.
Almost all the nests were used as perches by Upland
Buzzards, Saker Falcons, Ravens and Steppe Eagles. Four
nests were occupied by Upland Buzzards in 2002, two of
which had eggs. Ravens showed interest in 2 nests but the
nests were erected too late for both Ravens and Sakers. Out
of 2 Buzzard nests only one produced chicks. In the other
nest, the eggs were overcooled and never hatched. It is sus-
pected that they were disturbed during a snowstorm by a
family of herders camped for a night nearby.

In the season of 2003 there were 4 Saker pairs
breeding on the artificial nest platforms (Figure 2), thus
forming a density of 8.6 pairs per 1000 km2. They produced
a total of 10 chicks (3 pairs with 3 chicks and one pair with
one chick). However it was the Upland Buzzard who dom-
inated the scene. A total of 25 buzzards successfully bred in
the area producing 41 chicks. The density of the Buzzards

6

Female saker brooding  her chick at an artificial nest. Photo by E. Potapov
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It thus seems possible to successfully manage the
Saker population and create natural farms in wild areas that
are nest site limited for breeding falcons. Such ‘farming’ on
one hand could increase the overall falcon breeding rate per
unit area, and on the other hand can create a biological means
of control of the vole numbers, provided, of course, that there
are no harmful chemicals involved. Until the environment is
clean of contaminants we cannot tell what the ultimate den-
sity of raptors could be, nor can we assess the potential
impact of such a population on vole numbers. But clearly the
potential is there and the local human population has been
co-operative in not disturbing the nests.
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Figure 1. Design of the artificial nest platforms. On the inserts: left - view of assembled artificial nest; right top:
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show density of vole colonies as on 15 October 2002. Left bottom: Saker chicks at the artificial nest.


