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ABSTRACT

Since about 1800 the total breeding area of the Lesser Spotted Eagle Aquila
pomarina in Germany has shrunk by some 90 % from a then 83,000 km® to a
small residual area today of some 10,000km”. The western border of the
breeding range has shifted several hundred kilometres eastwards.

The reasons for this decline were a massive annihilation campaign of
shooting and egg theft. Increasing habitat loss became a negative factor only in
the course of the 20" century.

At present the species breeds only in the federal Linder (States)
Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, Brandenburg and Saxony—Anhalt in relatively
small areas of 6,600, 3,600 and. 13km* respectively. In 2001 the total
population consisted of some 115 breeding pairs.

Today the reasons for the continuing decline are principally habitat changes
and hunting on migration routes. As long as the causes of the present
population limitation persist, and protection measures are not intensified, the
negative trend in Germany will continue, in the worst case until the species
becomes extinct.

An action plan to rescue the species is therefore urgently required. The
protection measures determined must also be implemented rapidly in order to
prevent a further population decline and, if possible, promote an increase.

INTRODUCTION
Situated on the western edge of its range, Germany bears a special
responsibility for the conservation of the Lesser Spotted Eagle (LSE), not least
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because the area of distribution has shrunk considerably during the past two
centuries and the rump of the population still shows a steady decline. The
reasons for the decline in preceding centuries were principally deliberate
human persecution through systematic hunting and egg theft.

Changes in agricultural practice during the past 10 years, which have led to
a massive intensification of agricultural and forestry management, have
impaired the LSE’s habitat. The proposed action plan will therefore also be of
importance for the new EU member countries whose area comprises the main
distribution of the species and which are about to rapidly introduce western
economic forms.

In addition to the risks caused by the worsening of the situation in the
breeding grounds, a considerable hazard for the species exists along the
migration routs. LSEs migrate over long distances and winter in the south of
Africa. They use thermals and therefore avoid the open Mediterranean,
concentrating instead on its eastern edge. Here they are vulnerable to intensive
and uncontrolled hunting, especially in the south of Turkey, Lebanon and
Syria.

Present-day distribution and population of the species

The LSE populates the eastern part of Central Europe, further to the east
Belarus and western Russia and, in the north-east, the Baltic region. In the
south-east it is to be found in the Balkans and throughout Turkey as far as the
Caucasus and the South Caspian Plain in Iran (Meyburg 1994). The extent of
the easterly distribution range in Europe is still insufficiently well-known. The
species is today to be found somewhat further east in Russia than was earlier
believed. The world population consists of only about 20,000 breeding pairs
(Meyburg 1996; Meyburg et al. 2002).

Present German population and distribution

Today (with the exception of an isolated instance in Saxony—Anhalt of only
two breeding pairs in 2003) the LSE is confined to only a very small breeding
area in the extreme north-east of Germany, in the federal Linder (States) of
Mecklenburg-West Pomerania (MWP) and Brandenburg covering some
10,000km?. Of the 115 breeding pairs recorded in 2001, 80% were to be found
in MWP (Langgemach & Sommer 1996; Meyburg 1996, 2001; MLUR in
press; Scheller & Meyburg 2001; Scheller et al. 2001).

Table 1: Number of breeding pairs of the LSE in Germany in 2001

Federal State Territories occupied known | Area occupied (in km?)
Mecklenburg-West 84 approx. 6.600
Pomerania (MWP)

Brandenburg 27 approx. 3.600
Saxony-Anhalt 4 approx. 13
Germany in total 115 approx. 10.000

Former distribution outside the present breeding area
The present-day breeding area in MWP and Brandenburg represents the
rump of a much larger region in the North German Plain, which previously
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measures, as the population is unlikely to be reinforced from the east,

Ending the population decline and avoidance of a further island isolation of
part-populations,

Stabilisation and step by step increase of the population, resettlement of
abandoned breeding areas and a general regional expansion through nestling
management.

The planned German National Action Plan should be harmonised with the
“European Species Action Plan for the Lesser Spotted Eagle (Aquila
pomarina)” (Meyburg er al. 2001) of BirdLife International on behalf of the
European Commission, with detailed annexes specific to Germany.

In preparation for the German National Action Plan for the LSE a meeting
of some 45 experts took place at the nature protection station in Woblitz on 17"
November 2002. The basic content and aims of the National Action Plan were
discussed at this meeting.

Management of nestlings

In view of the known facts on the intensive persecution of LSEs on
migration routes, the methods for artificially increasing the reproduction rate
should be reintroduced accompanied by scientific monitoring, above all the use
of satellite telemetry, within the framework of a practical pilot project. The
scientific value of this consists of finding out if this method is suitable to assist
in achieving a population stabilisation and increase. Long-term monitoring of
the success should be achieved by the use of suitable marking methods in
addition to telemetry. A gain of additional data on the shooting threat to young
birds on their first migration flight can be expected.

The method is based on increasing the number of fledglings by avoiding
Cainism (Meyburg 1971, 1978 a,b). The LSE is one of the eagle species in
which Cainism is obligatory, i.e. in most nests two young hatch but only one
survives to fledging. The many factors responsible for this are comprehensively
described in the relevant literature (Meyburg 1970, 1974, 2002). If the second
chick (or egg) is removed from the eyrie in time and reared in captivity, ideally
by a foster bird, it can be reintroduced to its sibling in the original nest without
risk shortly before fledging. At this stage the aggressiveness between the young
birds, which causes Cainism, has disappeared. In this way the reproduction rate
can be aimost doubled with relatively little effort.

On the basis of the parameter values shown in Table 2, the effects of a
different number of additional fledglings, which also means the number of
pairs rearing two young, were simulated.

The results (see Figure 7) show that nestling management by avoiding
cainism can be a very effective means of reversing the present negative trend.
This can be achieved in principle with only 2-3 additional nestlings annually.
With a higher number (7-8 or even more) there is a good chance that
population increase will be apparent within the next few years.
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Figure 7. Effect of the number of nests with a second fledgling (currently 0)
on the population dynamics of the LSE in Brandenburg.
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Preventing dangers on migration routes

At the same time an attempt must be made to reduce the risks on the
migration routes. This problem must clearly be studied more closely on an
urgent basis. More precise details on shooting "hot spots* and other pertinent
circumstances must be collated.

It is clearly urgently necessary to consider migration risks comprehensively
within the scope of the action plan. Germany must, as a “wealthy” country, be
above all active in this field and provide financial and personnel support to
diminish the risks. The best habitat protection is of little avail if the birds are
shot down in passage through the Near East.
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