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INTeNTIONaL pOISONINg OF peregrINe FaLCONS IN 
SWITZerLaND – aN ImpOrTaNT THreaT FaCTOr?

Eva Inderwildi* –  Werner Müller –  Raffael Ayé
SVS/BirdLife Switzerland 
*e-mail: eva.inderwildi@birdlife.ch

In May 2011, a webcam in Zurich, Switzerland, registered the sudden death of a peregrine falcon 
Falco peregrinus. The bird died while plucking a pigeon. Analyses revealed that a poison had been 
applied to the nape feathers of the pigeon. This was the first of several known cases of peregrine 
poisoning by pigeon keepers in Switzerland.
BirdLife Switzerland, with the help of numerous partners, started researches on the subject that 
showed that pigeon keepers native from South-eastern Europe started a “war” against peregrines 
and other birds of prey. These birds capture their valuable pigeons used in races with high stakes. 
They posted detailed instructions on the web how to poison peregrines or other raptors. Between 
2006 and 2017, BirdLife Switzerland listed 4 cases of sure intentional poisonings birds of prey (3 
peregrine falcons, 1 northern goshawk) were analyses confirmed the use of poison and 15 suspected 
cases with the presence of dead pigeons and birds of prey simultaneously or other suspicious 
deaths (10 peregrine falcons, 2 Eurasian sparrowhawks, 2 common buzzards, 1 unknown) in 
Switzerland. Two decoy pigeons with poison on the neck could be secured by the police before 
they were captured by the target species. Additionally, a strong regional decrease of peregrine 
breeding pairs was observed in the canton of Zurich and around the city of Basel. Overall, the 
Swiss breeding population of peregrines has decreased slightly from 2012 to 2016. 
Police are actively involved in collecting evidence and in persecuting subjects that poison raptors 
or try to do so. A pigeon keeper who successfully killed a northern goshawk with this method was 
convicted in 2016 to a fine of 4000 CHF and a conditional prison sentence of 11 months. A second 
pigeon keeper whose decoy pigeon was captured by the police before it could harm a falcon was 
condemned in March 2017, but the judgement is not yet final. 
While the numbers of proven and suspected cases are still low, we suspect that the phenomenon 
may be much more widespread. The detection probability of the poisoned peregrine falcons is 
probably very low. We think that the poisoning may have a negative effect on the population of 
the peregrine in Switzerland. BirdLife Switzerland is lobbying with authorities for stricter control 
of currently almost unregulated pigeon breeding. Furthermore, BirdLife is considering to survey 
suspicious pigeon cages with the help of volunteers.
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Since the end of the 20th century, the number of peregrine falcons in the mountains of the Southern 
Ural has been increasing. Several dozen breeding pairs live in the piedmont of the Ural Mountains. 
Peregrines’ attraction to cliffs however, prevents the species spreading to the plains. 
The positive result of imprinting chicks on tree-nest to increase their potential distribution range 
was already shown through the re-establishment of the historic tree-nesting populations in Europe. 
However, a serious problem with artificial fostering of tree nesting peregrines is the lack of parents, 
who teach young peregrines to hunting and acquiring social skills.
We have applied the method attempting to form tree-nesting behavior pattern in the chicks of the 
cliff-nesting peregrine falcon.
In June 2016 and 2017, in the Southern Ural Mountains and Bugulma-Belebey Upland we discovered 
four nests of peregrine falcons, which were threatened by destruction due to various anthropogenic 
and biological factors. In order to save the broods, chicks were translocated from nest sites on cliffs to 
nesting platforms in trees. 
Nesting platforms were constructed in trees (Tilia cordata, Ulmus glabra, Quercus robur and Betula pen-
dula), at a height of 4, 5 and 12 m from the ground, in the upper third of the crowns. Nesting platforms simu-
lated nests of large birds of prey. Nesting trees were at a distance of 15 to 100 m from the original nest sites.
At the time of replacement, chicks were 28 - 35 days old. On nesting platforms they spent from 3 to 12 
days where they were fed by adults regularly. In total there were more than 50 feedings noted.
All four broods (nine young) fledged successfully and demonstrated typical behavior for the pere-
grines of their age. After fledging, juveniles visited nesting platforms for feeding for at least 8 days. 
Adults fed fledglings and taught them to hunt.
Thus, we consider that installation of the nesting platforms on trees near inhabited cliff nests and 
replacing 26–30 days old chicks on them can become appropriate method for reintroduction of the 
tree-nesting peregrine populations. Procedures aimed to preserve chicks, minimize adult disturbance 
and attract adult peregrines to nesting platform have to be implemented. Moreover, the consequent 
interaction between cliff and tree-nesting peregrines faces with a serious problem in forming of the 
tree nesting populations in the future. 
The proposed method is rather time-consuming and complicated; therefore it requires more de-
tailed discussion.
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Russian Raptors Research and Conservation Network conducts regular monitoring of the largest 
breeding groups of the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) in Russia. To 2017 477 breeding pairs 
(bp) of Peregrines have been registered in the Volga-Urals and 172 bp in Altai-Sayan regions and 
population numbers continuously increase last 30 years. Now in mountain-forest zone the popula-
tion number has reached optimum value: at the beginning of XXI century the Peregrine inhabits 
all cliffs suitable for nesting and starts using suboptimal territories (bluffs, quarries) and expand-
ing to similar biotopes of forest-steppe and forest plain territories. In Volga-Urals the peregrine 
expansion goes along rivers to plain forests, where it inhabits different types of sand and glue 
bluffs. Similar situation is observed in Altai-Sayan region. The distribution of peregrine falcons is 
regulated mainly by predators (the Eagle Owl Bubo bubo) and rivals (the Saker Falcon Falco cher-
rug in Altai-Sayan region). In case of any negative tendencies in predators or rivals populations, 
the Peregrine increases in numbers and occupies their empty nesting territories achieving a high 
density – up to 2.0 pairs per 100 km2. At the same time new nesting stereotypes appear in rock-
nesting groups – nesting on power lines, city buildings and other anthropogenic constructions in 
both regions, and on trees in Altai-Sayan region. 
Modern number of the Peregrine Falcon in European part of Volga-Ural region (920 000  km2) is 
estimated in 1200 (1100–1300) bp, trend for last 10 years is +20 % (in 2007 numbers was estimated 
in 900–1000 bp; Karyakin, Pazhenkov, 2009). Modern Peregrine’s numbers in Altai-Sayan region 
(750 000 km2) is estimated in 1100 (1000–1200) bp, trend for last 8 years is +25 % (680–1060 bp 
in 2009; Karyakin, Nikolenko, 2009).

CUrreNT STaTe OF THe peregrINe FaLCON IN YaKUTIa
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The peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus) is a common and characteristic avian predator inhabiting 
both taiga and tundra zones in Yakutia. The number of peregrines in the tundra is much higher 
than in the forest tundra region. Until the 1960s, the number of pairs had no changes showing a 
density of one pair/45-125 km. In some places pairs were seen in every 15-25 km. In the 1970s a 
sharp population decrease was observed, especially in the tundra region followed by an increase.
In “Kytalyk” reserve, all suitable habitats are occupied by the falcons. On our study region, 13 nests 
were found with an estimated nesting density of 2.2 pairs / 100 km². Of the 13 pairs of peregrine 
falcons recorded in the area, at least two nested during our research from 2001 to 2016.
In the tundra the population is stable, but in other areas populations are either declining or 
disappearing from former habitats.
In the taiga region between the 1920s and mid-1960s, peregrine falcon was numerous on the cliffs 
of Lena River, nests were observed in every 4-5 km on average.  In the middle course of the Vilyuia 
River, nests were observed every 12-15 km and in the middle part of the Adychi River, nests were 
seen in every 15-20 km. Along the upper Lena, upper Vilyui and middle Kolaisky Valley nests were 
more rare.  In the forested valleys of the Olekma-Charsky plateau peregrines were very rare. 
A population decrease was observed in the 1970’s, when in the valley of the middle Lena River 
peregrine falcons were found only on the coastal rocks in the mouths of large tributaries (0.8 to 
1.4 pairs/10 km). In the late 1990s to early 2000s, the population along the middle section of Lena 
River began to recover.
In June - August periods between 2013 and 2016, we surveyed the peregrine population in the 
middle section of Lena River (along 910 km).  Egorov (1959) conducted a survey in the region along 
the river (in 180 km length) in 1953-55. That time the number of pairs was 2-2.5 pairs/10 km, while 
we found now only 1-1.5 pairs in the same area.  At Point Besti, 5 pairs/10-12 km were recorded in 
the beginning of the 1950s. We currently recorded only one pair.  From the village of Tinnaya to the 
village of Kytyl-Jura, peregrines can be found in every 30-50 km. On the rocky banks of the Lena 
River, in the section from the village Kytyl-Jura to the village Bulgunyahtakh, 0.5-1.5 pairs/10 km 
was found. 
In many areas of Yakutia, peregrine falcon observations are rare and therefore special studies are 
needed to obtain information on numbers and distribution.  This work was carried out within the 
framework of the IBPC SB RAS program No. 0376-2016-0002.
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