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INTRODUCTION 
It has long been suspected that raptors which breed in eastern Europe and Russia and winter in 

southern and eastern Africa,  enter the African  continent via the Bab-el-Mandeb straits: at 22km 
this is the narrowest point at the southern end of  the Red Sea. Despite the suitability of  the terrain, 
evident from  maps, no fieldwork  had ever been carried out to confirm  or disprove these suspi-
cions. 

Figure 1: The Bab-el-Mandeb straits. 
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METHODS 
During Phase 1 of  the Djibouti II Autumn '85 expedition, three observers, based on the north-

east coast of  the country (see map), spent a total of 17 days (375 man hours) recording visible 
migration across the straits. From 15-22 October observations were made at Ras Siyan (43°19'E, 
12°28'N), moving to Doumeira (43°08'E, 12°43'N) from 24 October-I November. Both sites pro-
vide ideal conditions for  observing migrating raptors since each has a prominent topographical 
feature  dominating the surrounding landscape - a hill rising to 138m at Ras Siyan, and a ridge 
c50m in height at Doumeira - over which the birds congregate and gain height before  continuing 
their journeys inland. 

RESULTS 
During the period of  observation, a total of 79,795 migrant raptors was recorded (Table 1). At 

Ras Siyan significant  movement was only noted on two days, 16 and 17 October. On these days the 
wind was from  the north to north-west, providing a following  wind for  birds departing from 
Yemen, and a total of 16,581 Steppe Buzzards Buteo buteo vulpinus was recorded, together with 
smaller numbers of  a further 23 species of  raptor. Throughout the remainder of  the observation 
period winds were from  the south or south-east, and appeared to be less favourable  for  a crossing 
at Ras Siyan. During this period only very small numbers of  the more 'active' migrants, i.e. har-
riers, falcons  and accipiters, were noted. 

At Doumeira significant  numbers of  birds were recorded every day and, with the south to south-
east winds, birds would have had a relatively easy crossing from  Yemen. Here the predominant 
species was Steppe Eagle Aguila nipalensismth  60,5 83 noted, together with smaller numbers of 21 
other raptor species. 

DISCUSSION 
At both sites the main movement occurred between 10.30 and 14.00hrs, with smaller numbers 

of  birds continuing to be recorded at Ras Siyan throughout the day, but all movement ceasing at 
Doumeira after  this time. 

At Ras Siyan birds crossed the coastline at an altitude of  c50m before  gaining height over the 
summit of  the hill and then continuing inland on a south-westerly course. At Doumeira arriving 
birds were at c65m, though towards the end of  the observation period thermals of  eagles were 
recorded out to sea at c250m, these then gradually losing height until they crossed the coastline 
before  gaining height again over the ridge and moving off  westwards into Ethiopia. 

These observations suggest that the departure point for  all these birds is in the region of  Perim 
Island. With northerly winds, the first  landfall  for  migrants is Ras Siyan, whilst southerly winds 
cause a northward displacement to the Moulhouli/Doumeira region. 

At Doumeira, movement occurrred in noticeable 'waves', the centre of  which gradually moved 
northwards along the coast during the course of  the day. This northward shift  probably accounts 
for  the apparent cessation of  movement after  14.00hrs - the birds actually being drifted  further 
north into Ethiopia and thus lost to view to observers based at Doumeira. 

These observations clearly demonstrate that Djibouti is an important site for  observing and 
monitoring the movement of  large numbers of  migrating raptors - birds which have not been noted 
at any of  the other regular Middle Eastern counting sites. It would also appear that Bab-el-Mandeb 
is a major migration route for  Steppe Buzzards, and possibly the most important autumn route in 
the Middle East for  Steppe Eagles. Both Ras Siyan and Doumeira are worthy of  long-term future 
work to discover the full  extent of  the movements taking place. 

Geoff & Hilary Welch 
21A East Delph, Whittlesey, Cambridgeshire PE7 1RH, UK 

124 



RA
S 

SI
VA

N 
DO

UM
ER

IA
 

D
at

e:
 

O
ct

 
15

 1
6 

18
 

19
-2

3 
24

 
25

 2
6 

2
7

2
8

2
9

3
0

3
1 

N
ov

 1
 

TO
TA

L 
H

on
ey

 B
uz

za
rd

 
1

1 
1 

2  
5 

P
er

nl
a 

ap
lv

or
us

  
B

la
ck

 K
it

e 
57

 
5 

ï 
Ï 

5 
2 

1 
3 

55
 

M
ilv

us
 m

ig
ra

ns
  

 
E

gy
pt

ia
n 

V
ul

tu
re

 
T

S 
5 

3 
1 

1 
1 

1 
8 

1 
2 

ÏÏ
 

N
eo

ph
ro

n 
pe

rc
no

pt
er

us
 

_
_

_
_

_
_
 

Sh
or

t-
to

ed
 E

ag
le

 
16

 
Ï

Ï
Ï

2
1 

5 
T

6 
Z

 
9 

2?
 

5 
ÏÏ

 
3 

3 
25

3 
C

lr
ca

et
us

 g
a

ll
ic

u
s 

 
M

ar
sh

 H
ar

ri
er

 
2 

5 
2 

6 
C

ir
cu

s 
ae

ru
gl

no
su

s 
 

P
al

li
d

 H
ar

ri
er

 
1 

2 
5 

2 
2 

1 
2 

1 
16

 
C

ir
cu

s 
m

ac
ro

ur
us

  
M

on
ta

gu
's

 H
ar

ri
er

 
3 

2 
1 

6 
C

ir
cu

s 
py

ga
rg

us
  

  
 

Sp
ar

ro
w

ha
w

k 
5 

IÜ
7 

13
2 

16
 

îl
 

Ï5
 

IT
 

3 
6 

T
3 

1 
T

l 
Ï

9
? 

A
cc

lp
lt

êr
. n

ls
u

e 
__

__
_ 

L
ev

an
t 

Sp
ar

ro
w

ha
w

k 
1

1 
2 

A
cc

ip
it

er
 h

re
vl

p
es

 
St

ep
pe

 B
uz

za
rd

 
ï 

60
52

 
10

52
9 

72
 

27
 

7 
Ï6

6 
52

 
T

3Ü
 

13
3 

3
5

2
1

Ï
2

 
M

 
66

 
17

90
0 

B
ut

eo
 b

ut
eo

 v
ul

pl
nu

s 
 

L
on

g-
le

gg
ed

 B
uz

za
rd

 
I 

1
1

1
5 

B
ut

eo
 r

uf
ln

u
s 

 
Sp

ot
te

d 
E

ag
le

 
2 

3 
1 

6 
A

qu
lla

 c
la

ng
a 

 
St

ep
pe

 E
ag

le
 

Ï
5

7
1

5
5 

5 
3 

3
2

5
0

Ï
Û

2
Û

5
6

5
7

7 
67

76
 

5 8
24

 
59

29
 

7 6
58

 
45

29
 

58
46

 
6Ö

8W
 

A
qu

lla
 n

lp
al

en
sl

s 
 

Ta
w

ny
 E

a
g

l
e

7
2

9 
A

qu
lla

 r
ap

ai
  

Im
pe

ri
al

 E
ag

le
 

8 
1 

1 
1 

1 
4 

16
 

A
qu

lla
 h

el
ia

ca
  

B
oo

te
d 

E
ag

le
 

5
2

5
5

ï 
3 

6 
1 

2 
3 

? 
6 

3 
Î2

5 
H

le
ra

ae
tu

s 
pe

nn
at

us
  

B
on

el
ll

's
 E

ag
le

 
2 

2 
H

le
ra

ae
tu

s 
fa

sc
la

tu
s 

 
L

es
se

r 
K

es
tr

el
 

3
1

4 
F

al
co

 n
au

m
an

nl
 

K
es

tr
el

 
1 

Î7
 

12
 2

 
1 

ï 
I 

ï 
3 

2 
1 

4 
ï 

1 
48

 
F

al
co

 t
in

nu
nc

ul
us

 
/ 

H
ob

by
 

2 
1 

ï 
3 

1 
1 

ï 
Ï6

 
F

al
co

 s
ub

bu
te

o 
__

 
E

le
on

or
a'

 s
 F

al
co

n 
1 

1
2 

F
al

co
 

el
eo

no
ra

e 
L

an
ne

r 
1 

2 
2 

2 
1 

8 
F

al
co

 b
la

rm
lc

us
 

. 
Sa

ke
r 

1
2 

3 
F

al
co

 c
he

rr
ug

 
; 

P
er

eg
ri

ne
 

2 
3 

ï 
2

2 
1 

5 
1 

1 
1 

16
 

F
al

co
 p

er
eg

ri
nu

s 
 

Table 1: Number of  raptors recorded at Ras Siyan and Donmeira in Autumn 1985. 
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