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ABSTRACT
The feeding habits of 14 Bonelli’s Eagle pairs nesting in Calabrian Pine
forest in Cyprus during 1999-2001 is described. In total, 1734 prey items were
identified from 612 pellets and 528 prey remai collected during the breeding
period. Birds were found to be the main prey category, followed by mammals
and reptiles. Birds always formed >50% of the diet over the years and breeding
stages. However, the proportion of the prey species in the diet varied
seasonally with Chukar predominating in all stages, while Columbidae formed
an increasing proportion in the pre-laying and incubation stages (November to
February). Mammals (mainly Black Rats) formed a constant proportion
(>30%) of the diet during the breeding period, whilst reptiles (mainly Sling-
tailed Agama) increased in importance during the period of brooding, both in
pellets and prey remains analysed.
Bonelli’s Eagle seems to be an opportunistic predator, which may be
explained by the seasonal variation of food availability in the island of Cyprus.
Its influence on game species also is discussed.

INTRODUCTION

It is recognised by ecologists that knowledge of the diet of a raptor species
is a critical step in understanding its ecology (Newton 1979) and this
information could help wildlife managers to take measures to conserve its
breeding population.

Food habit studies of Bonelli’s Eagle have been carried out only in Spain
and France (Cheylan 1977; Simeon & Wilhelm 1988; Martinez er al. 1994;
Real 1987; 1996), while they are lacking from other Mediterranean countries
which support valuable breeding populations, such as Greece, Italy, Croatia
and Cyprus. In most of these countries Bonelli’s Eagle exploits a wide range of
prey species (mammals, birds and reptiles), some of which, in some countries,
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have an important value for hunting. This was regarded as an important cause
of its population decline as the eagle is threatened by direct persecution from
shooting and poisoning. The aim of this study was to describe the species'
feeding habits and evaluate its impact on such game species as Chukar
Partridge Alectoris chukar and Brown Hare Lepus europaeus in Cyprus.

STUDY AREA

The study was carried out over the entire free part of Cyprus, which covers
approximately 60% of the island.

The structure and composition of the vegetation in the study area reflects a
combination of many factors such as climate, soil, topography and past human
influence. Calabrian Pine and Black Pine are the most important forest cover
types, found mainly in remote parts of the study area. Maquis vegetation type
consists of evergreen scierophyllous shrubs with scattered trees, found on hilly
terrain up to 1,000m above sea level and dominated by Carob, Mastic Tree,
Juniper, Cistus spp. and Golden Oak. Garigue, rocky areas, wetlands, riparian
habitats and cultivated land are also present. The Forestry Department manages
most of these types of habitat and is responsible for the protection and
development of the land in the study area. Cyprus, due to its mosaic of habitats,
encompasses an extremely rich and diverse fauna, including many endemic
species.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Regurgitated pellets and prey remains were collected from 1999 to 2001 at
roosting sites or below nests. Intensive searches were carried out for 14
breeding pairs, usually once per week, and all the material was collected and
sorted by nest and date. Nest searches were conducted throughout the breeding
and non-breeding period, but different amounts of material were collected from
each nesting area due to varying accessibility.

Pellets were stored individually in plastic bags and dried prior to laboratory
analysis (Marti 1987). For the identification of prey species contained in each
pellet, we used a reference collection of the species that occur in the Island of
Cyprus. In addition, we used a mammal identification key in order to identify
the genus of each species. Prey remains were reconstructed and a minimum
count of individuals was determined in order to avoid over-representation
biases (Real 1996; Papageorgiou et al. 1997).

Estimates of abundance of Chukar Partridge were collected from autumn
2000 through to summer 2002. Three IOha plots in each representative habitat
type, namely pine forest, maquis, garigue, grasslands and cultivated land, were
identified within or close to Bonelli's Eagles nesting territories and surveyed
once per season (Sutherland 1996). The mean number of birds observed in each
habitat type was used to test that there are no differences between the censused
habitat types, seasons and study years.
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