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Abstract. Since the m iddle of this century, the Peregrine Falcon was a species which -  a lthough rare -  was still resident 
throughout Poland, w ith the lowland population nesting in trees. H ow ever, the nesting population disappeared almost 
totally from the 1960's onw ards, w ith only three proven instances of nesting in the period to 1994, as well as several 
observations of birds of unknow n status. It is the considered opinion of the authors that the natural re-establishment of a 
tree-nesting population of Peregrine Falcons in Poland is im probable in the foreseeable future, and that réintroduction 
m easures will therefore be required if the species is to be reinstated in the country w ithin a realistic time frame.
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INTRODUCTION

The present work is based on data in the literature 
as well as information obtained from other sources in 
relation to current observations of the Peregrine Fal­
con in Poland. The basic historical data have been 
taken from Tomiałojć (1990) and from Pielowski et al. 
(1992).

HISTORICAL DATA

The earliest Polish work concerning birds was a 
m an u a l ["H unting birds"] by M ateusz Cygański 
(1584). The description given there allows it to be 
judged that the Peregrine Falcon was a widely-en­
countered bird in the Poland of the 16th century. In 
turn, in the 19th century, it was considered a rare 
breeding bird of large forest complexes throughout 
the country (Wodzicki 1858, Taczanowski 1882). In the 
view of Taczanowski (1860), forests with areas of 
about 2000 ha generally had 2-3 nesting pairs of Pere­
grine Falcons: a figure that w ould seem exaggerated 
in the light of present knowledge. The species still

occurred throughout the country at the beginning of 
the present century. Indeed, as recently as in 1933, it 
was still possible for Sokołowski to refer to it as a 
species nesting throughout Poland, albeit as a rarity 
everywhere. At around that time it was still present in 
some num bers in Silesia, the Poznan area, the Lublin 
area and W estern Pomerania (Pax 1925, Schnurre 
1936, Uttendorfer 1939). However, the greatest fre­
quency of occurrence was in the former East Prussia, 
where Tischler (1941) estimated that there had been 
100 nests in the Olsztyn area alone in 1935. Uttendorfer 
(1939) and Knabe (1941) referred to the presence of 
birds in the majority of Grey Heron Ardea cinerea col­
onies. The densities occurring at the time in the Ma­
zury region and Puszcza Piska (the Piska Forest) may 
be estimated at 5.3-8.0 pairs/1000 km 2 (Pielowski et al. 
1992).

There are few reliable observations of the nesting 
of Peregrine Falcons in Poland in the period between 
the end of W orld War II and the 1960s. Puchalski 
(1957) described two cases of breeding in the M azury 
region in the years 1947-1948. One of these concerned 
a nest in a lime Tilia sp. near Lake Dobskie in which 
five eggs produced five nestlings which were sub­

http://rcin.org.pl



48 T. Mizera, J. Sielicki

sequently taken before flight from the nest by a White- 
-tailed  Sea Eagle Haliaetus albicilla. Dom aniewski 
(1951) and Sokołowski (1956) described the Peregrine 
Falcon as a rare species nesting in forested areas -  often 
in the vicinity of heronries, as well as in the Tatras. 
Indeed, it m ust have been around 1950 that the cata­
strophic decline in num bers began. As in other coun­
tries, the cause should be sought in the influence of 
DDT and other pesticides (Tomiałojć, 1990), although 
it seems possible that other factors were also involved, 
since the decline had begun even before the use of 
these products had become widespread in Poland. 
There is an unfortunate lack of data by which to de­
scribe the size and rate of the decline, and it is left to 
checks carried out at heronries in north-western Po­
land to indicate the rapidity of the process. Only 7 
cases of breeding were observed in this area after 1945, 
and the last of these instances was in 1961 (Bednorz 
1962, W iegner 1959, Tomiałojć 1990). The species 
nested in W arsaw after 1945, but the last recorded nest 
was in 1950 (Luniak et al. 1964). Other last dates of 
breeding are: 1957 for the Białowieża Forest (Fischer 
1961); 1959 for the Kampinoski Forest near W arsaw
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Fig. 1. Distribution of records of Peregrine in Poland since the time of 
the population crash (data -  see Tab. 1); a -  last known nesting before 
the crash, b -  recorded nesting, с  -  probable nesting, d  -  possible 
nesting, e -  status unclear. Numbers of localities as in Table 1.

[Rye. 1. Rozmieszczenie stw ierdzeń sokoła w  Polsce od czasu kry­

zysu populacji; a -  ostatnie znane gniazdo przed kryzysem  popula ­
cji, b -  stw ierdzone gniazdo, с  -  gniazdow anie praw dopodobne, 

e -  status niejasny. N um ery stanowisk jak w  tab. 1.]

(Mierzwiński 1965), 1962 for the M azury region (To­
miałojć 1990), 1964 for the Tatra M ountains and for the 
country as a whole (a nest in the Barycz Valley referred 
to by Tomiałojć 1990) (Fig. 1).

It was thus very probably in the 1960s that the 
breeding population of Peregrine Falcons in Poland 
ceased to exist.

OBSERVATIONS AFTER 1970

Sporadic observations of the presence and breed­
ing of Peregrine Falcons have been made in the period. 
A breeding pair was recorded near Świdnica, Silesia 
in 1970 (Fig. 1), but the birds deserted the nest w ithout 
rearing young successfully (Tomiałojć 1972). Cichocki 
(1986) reports his finding in 1980 of a Peregrine Falcon 
nest originally built by Ravens Corvus corax and situ­
ated in a spruce Picea abies. The find was unusual, since 
it was m ade in the Tatra M ountains (Fig. 1) -  a region 
where the species had traditionally nested in rocky 
niches. In contrast, the tree-nesting habit is charac­
teristic of the population in the lowlands of central 
Europe. A pair of Peregrine Falcons was noted in the 
Tatras for two further years, but a nest was not dis­
covered. Another nest in a tree was found in north­
eastern Poland in 1990 by R. Kalski and M. Mellin 
(Faunistic Commission 1993) location in Fig. 1. Three 
young birds flew from the nest in the year of dis­
covery, but falcons were not observed in subsequent 
years (M. Mellin -  personal communication).

The above observations are augm ented by several 
others whose final status is unknown. Information on 
these is cited in Table 1. Some of the cases (particularly 
nos. 4, 5 and 6 in the Table) could not be verified by 
the Faunistic Commission and are thus given for ad ­
ditional information only.

CURRENT RECONNAISSANCE WORK

The 150 ornithologists (including 30 ornithologists 
active in field work) associated with the Eagle Conser­
vation Committee have carried out annual checks on 
the nests of the rarest birds of prey since 1981. The 
species in question are the White-tailed Sea Eagle Ha- 
liaeetus albicilla, O sp rey  Pandion haliaetus, Spotted 
Eagle Acjuila clanga, Lesser Spotted Eagle A. pomarina,
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Table 1. Records of the Peregrine Falcon in Poland since the time of the population crash (localities -  see Fig. 1). * -  reintroduced birds. 

[Tabela 1. Stwierdzenia sokoła w ędrow nego w Polsce od czasu kryzysu populacji (rozmieszczenie -  patrz ryc. 1 ). * -  ptaki reintrodukowane.]

No Time Locality Occurrence Source
l 1964 Barycz valley last known nesting before disappearance of 

population
A. Mrugasiewicz (Tomiałojć 1972)

2 1970 Świdnica area breeding pair not rearing young successfully W Janek (Tomiałojć 1972)
3 1980 Tatra Mountains nesting in spruce tree Cichocki 1986
4 V I1980 area of Krosno Odrzańskie status unclear inf. A. Karnaś
5 1980-1985 Biebrza Marshes probable nesting inf. К. Majewski (Maciorowski 1993, Dyrcz 1984)
6 1989 Brodnica Landscape Park probable nesting inf. M. Tomoń.
7 V -V I1988 Gryfice Forest District pair, no nest found inf. E. Glazer
8 spring 1989 Otmuchowski Reservoir two adults, possible nesting inf. J. Lontkowski
9 1990 NE Poland nest, 3 young Kalski & Mellin (Faunistic Commission 1993)

10 V 1991 Sieraków Za tom 2 birds, female ad., nest not found inf. M. Dylawerski
11 spring 1992 Szczecin area displaying pair inf. M. Kalisirtski
12 1994 Włocławek area displaying pair Sielicki & Sielicki 1995*

Golden Eagle A. chrysaetos and Short-Toed Eagle Cir- 
caetus gallicus. Some nests belonging to Red Kites Mil- 
vus milvus and Black Kites M. migrans are also checked, 
along with colonies of Grey Heron Ardea cinerea and 
Great Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo. As an example 
of the Committee's work, it may be noted that almost 
900 nests of the aforementioned species were checked 
in 1994 (Komitet Ochrony Orłów 1994). It is surely of 
significance that such intensive efforts have not so far 
revealed a single nest belonging to Peregrine Falcons. 
Whilst this does not exclude the possibility that the 
species exists, it does certainly indicate that the breed­
ing population is close to zero. The m ultitude of 
claimed observations of Peregrine Falcons by im par­
tial observers have all failed to gain acceptance when 
attem pts have been m ade to verify them.

PERSPECTIVES

A build-up in the num bers of Peregrine Falcons is 
continuing steadily in Western Europe. The popula­
tion for the continent as a whole (excluding the former 
USSR) was estimated at around 5000 pairs in the years 
1985-88. Of these, 800 were in Great Britain, 600 in 
France, 550 in Italy and 2000 in Spain (Gensbol & 
Thiede 1991). As of 1994 there were certainly more, 
since Great Britain alone had about 1500 pairs and 
G erm any about 400. It should be recalled that Europe 
has three subspecies of Peregrine Falcon, of which the

one from the M editerranean area Falco peregrinus 
brookei is the most numerous.

Some ornithologists (Tomiałojć & Szymkiewicz 
1992) have expressed the view that the réintroduction 
of the Peregrine Falcon to Poland is not indicated on 
account of the excessively contaminated environment. 
However, the level of contamination does vary greatly 
from area to area within the country, and the areas of 
environmental disaster like U pper Silesia may be set 
against little-polluted regions such as the lakeland belt 
in the north of the country. Furthermore, another con- 
tam ination-sensitive species, the W hite-tailed Sea 
Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla, is continuing to increase in 
Poland and is showing one of the highest levels of 
breeding success (number of young per pair) noted 
anyw here in Europe (Mizera 1990, Mizera & Szymkie­
wicz 1991). This success is being noted in the face of 
very variable levels of internal contamination with 
toxins such as mercury and lead (Falandysz et al. 1988, 
1994).

The references m ade by Tomiałojć & Szymkiewicz 
(1992) to the example of Switzerland, where num bers 
rose from 1 to over 100 pairs w ithout any réintroduc­
tions, is to some extent unjustified as réintroductions 
were in fact m ade in neighbouring countries. Further­
more, any discussion on reintroducing the species 
m ust take account of the most significant issue, nam e­
ly the nesting habit of the birds in Poland. From The 
N etherlands to W estern Sibera, lowland-breeding 
Peregrine Falcons have nested in trees. In contrast,
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those in the rem ainder of Western Europe have chosen 
rocks, cliffs and m anm ade structures. Kirmse (1989) 
was of the opinion that the falcons characterized by 
these different nesting habits did behave as separate 
populations. Trommer (1994) gave support to this con­
tention by stating that, on the basis of a review of the 
literature, there were no known cases of spontaneous 
changes from the rock-nesting habit to the tree-nesting 
habit. However, a change in the other direction may 
be possible.

Only a few cases of such behavioural changes are 
known from other falcons (specifically the Saker Fal­
con Falco cherrug). However, these affected whole 
populations, rather than just single individuals. The 
cases in point were referred to by Piluga & Tille (1991), 
who described many years of observation of the Saker 
Falcons using the nests of other large birds in the forest 
habitat of Ukraine's forest-steppe zone. The popula­
tion remained stable until the end of the 1970s, but 
then disappeared in 1981. It moved to breeding in 
open steppe habitat, using the nests of Ravens Corvus 
corax on pylons carrying high-voltage cables which 
had been erected in the 1970s and early 1980s.

A second example has been noted in the Lower 
Volga region, where Saker Falcons "disappearing" 
from river banks were found two years later in col­
onies of Rooks Corvus frugilegus. In this case, the 
change in nesting habit had been accompanied by a 
change in diet from small rodents to Rooks (V. Flint -  
pers. comm.).

In contrast, it has been shown experimentally that 
im printing in nestlings ensures that those falcons 
raised on buildings will go on to establish their own 
nests in the same kind of site. It w ould thus seem that 
there is only one available method by which to rein­
state Poland's tree-nesting population.

The whole belt of northern Poland w ould appear 
to be ideally-suited to such efforts, on account of the 
presence of m any nests of White-tailed Sea Eagles, 
Black Storks Ciconia nigra, Ravens and other large 
birds which could serve as breeding sites for Peregrine 
Falcons.

The return of the Peregrine Falcon to Poland, as a 
breeding bird, may take m any years, so Trommer 
(1994) announced a proposal by which to accelerate 
the process which involved the collection of 200-300 
young birds from the largest (British) population in 
•■he course of 2-3 years and with 1-2 birds taken from

each nest. Having been reared appropriately, these 
birds would be released with a view to reinstating the 
tree-nesting population. Such an action w ould  require 
the great efforts and engagement of a large num ber of 
professionals but does have a precedent in the w ork to 
build up  populations of White-tailed Sea Eagles and 
Red Kites in the United Kingdom. The population of 
Goshawks Accipiter gentilis is also entirely derived 
from continental individuals. In our opinion such pro­
jects make sense, and w ould be sensible in Poland also. 
Populations of other tree-nesting species, like those of 
Ospreys Pandion haliaetus in Scotland, have built up  
spontaneously, but have again derived from immi­
grants -  in this case from Scandinavia where the popu­
lation is considerable.

Réintroduction work has a positive role in educa­
tion, and in the promotion in society of the idea of 
nature conservation. The impact w ould be still greater 
if it were possible to re-create a free-living Polish 
population of Peregrine Falcons in a relatively short 
period of time. The success of such an action would 
also allow for an end to the aviary breeding with a 
view to réintroduction which constitutes a source of 
conflict between ornithologists and falconers.

Translated by dr. James Richards
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STRESZCZENIE

[Sokół wędrowny w  Polsce -  występowanie i pers­
pektywy restytucji]

Praca jest oparta o dane z literatury oraz ostatnie 
obserwacje sokoła w ędrownego w  Polsce. Na począt­
ku XX wieku był to gatunek rozpowszechniony w 
całym kraju. Najliczniej występował na Warmii i M a­
zurach (dawne Prusy Wschodnie), gdzie tylko na te­
renie regionu Olsztyńskiego Tischler (1941) w  1935 
roku ocenił stan na około 100 gniazd. Po II wojnie 
światowej aż do lat 60-tych dane na temat liczebności 
i rozmieszczenia sokoła w ędrow nego w Polsce są bar­
dzo skąpe.

Około 1950 roku nastąpił katastrofalny spadek li­
czebności. Dane powojenne nie pozwalają określić 
czasu i tem pa tego spadku. Jedynie kontrole czapliń- 
ców w północno-zachodniej Polsce pokazują szyb­
kość tego procesu. W latach 60-tych populacja lęgowa 
sokoła wędrow nego w Polsce przestała istnieć.

Późniejsze obserwacje sokołów i ich lęgów są spo­
radyczne.

W 1970 roku koło Świdnicy na Śląsku stwierdzono 
parę lęgową (Tomiałojć 1972), lecz opuściła ona gniaz­
do nie wyprowadzjąc młodych.

W 1980 roku Cichocki (1986) w  Tatrach znalazł 
wyjątkowe gniazdo sokoła, które znajdowało się w 
starym gnieździe kruka na świerku (!).

W 1990 roku R. Kalski i M. Mellin (Komisja Faunisty­
czna SO PTZool. 1993) znaleźli gniazdo sokoła wędrow­
nego na drzew ie w północno-w schodniej Polsce. 
Wyleciały z niego 3 młode. W latach następnych nie 
zaobserwowano tam sokołów.

Ponadto znanych jest kilka obserwacji o nie pew ­
nym  statusie, przytoczonych w  Tabeli 1.

Ornitolodzy zrzeszeni w Komitecie Ochrony O r­
łów (ok. 150 osób, w  tym ok. 30 aktywnie pracujących 
w  terenie) kontrolują corocznie większość gniazd naj­
rzadszych ptaków  drapieżnych, a także kolonie czapli 
i kormoranów. Do tej pory nie stwierdzono w  wyniku 
tych prac ani jednego gniazda sokoła wędrownego.
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Nie wykluczając jego istnienia można jednak stwier­
dzić, że liczebność tego gatunku jest niewątpliwie bli­
ska zeru.

W Europie zachodniej trwa obecnie odbudowa po­
pulacji sokoła wędrownego. Niektóre populacje za­
wdzięczają ten wzrost reintrodukcji dokonanej przez 
sokolników, inne odbudowały się w sposób samoistny.

Niektórzy ornitolodzy (Tomiałojć & Szymkiewicz
1992) wyrażają pogląd, że reintrodukcje sokoła w  Pol­
sce nie są konieczne, ze względu na skażenie środowi­
ska i przykład naturalnej odbudow y populacji w 
Szwajcarii. Poziom skażenia środowiska w  Polsce jest 
bardzo zróżnicowany. Wrażliwy na skażenia gatunek 
-  bielik -  stale zwiększa u nas swoją liczebność, a 
naw et osiąga tu jedne z najwyższych w Europie para­
m etry rozrodu. Przykład Szwajcarii, gdzie populacja 
szybko wzrosła z 1 do ponad 100 par bez żadnych 
reintrodukcji także nie jest uzasadniony, gdyż reintro­
dukcji dokonywano w krajach sąsiednich.

W dyskusji nad reintrodukcją sokołów nie bierze się 
pod uwagę najistotniejszego problemu jakim jest sposób 
gniazdowania sokołów wędrownych w Polsce. Sokoły 
na terenach nizinnych Europy od Holandii po Zachod­
nią Syberię gnieździły się na drzewach, zaś w Europie 
Zachodniej -  na skałach, klifach i budowlach.

Nie są znane przypadki samorzutnej zm iany spo­
sobu gniazdowania ze skał na drzewo. Wykazano

natom iast eksperym entalnie, że w drukow anie  na 
miejsce urodzenia (imprinting) u piskląt powoduje, że 
sokoły wypuszczane na budynkach zaczęły gniazdo­
wać także na budynkach. Wydaje się zatem, że jest to 
jedyna dostępna metoda przywrócenia naszej lęgowej 
populacji nadrzewnej.

Przywrócenie sokoła w ędrow nego jako ptaka lę­
gowego m oże zająć wiele lat. Zgłoszono (Trommer
1994) projekt zintensyfikow ania tego procesu: z naj­
liczniejszej populacji brytyjskiej w  ciągu 2 lat pozys­
kać 200-300 m łodych , k tó re  po o d ch o w an iu  w 
odpow iedni sposób zostałyby w ypuszczone w celu 
przyw rócenia populacji nadrzew nej. W podobny 
sposób odbudow ano  populację bielika i kani rudej 
na W yspach Brytyjskich.

Prowadzenie reintrodukcji ma niewątpliwie pozy­
tywną rolę wychowawczą i promuje idee ochrony przy­
rody. Być może wkrótce każdy będzie się mógł naocznie 
przekonać o właściwości takiego rozwiązania.

PODZIĘKOWANIA

Dziękujemy członkom Komitetu Ochrony Orłów, 
szczególnie wym ienionym w tabeli 1. Dziękujemy też 
F undacji "E kofundusz"  za w sp arc ie  fin an so w e  
naszych prac terenowych.

http://rcin.org.pl
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