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Current status and distribution of diurnal raptor species
in the south-eastern Anatolia Region, Turkey

Sucasny stav a rozSirenie dennych druhov dravych vtikov
juhovychodnej Anatdlie, Turecko

Recep KARAKAS

Abstract: The status and distribution of diurnal raptor bird species were analysed in the south-eastern part of Turkey based on
studies and records between 1994 and 2014. Our information about raptor species is very limited in the south-eastern Anatolia
Region. The study showed that of 42 diurnal raptor species listed in Turkey, 37 of these species were found in the studied region;
9 of them are certainly, 4 probably and 1 possibly breeding in the area - according to the breeding criteria of the EBCC - while 17
of them were transitory migrating or wintering birds for the region, and the breeding/migratory status of 6 is unknown. Habitats
lost and fragmentation related to agricultural intensification together with pesticide applications are the main hazards threatening
wildlife including raptors in the region. So as to increase knowledge on raptors in south-eastern Anatolia and evaluate their popu-
lations, a coordinated education and research program is essential.

Abstrakt: Stav a rozsirenie dennych druhov dravych vtakov v juhovychodnej ¢asti Turecka boli vyhodnotené na zaklade pub-
likovanych prac a vlastnych pozorovani z rokov 1994 az 2014. Informacii o diverzite tejto skupiny je z oblasti juhovychodnej
Anatolie malo. Z vysledkov vyplyva, ze zo 42 dennych druhov dravych vtakov bolo v regiéone zaznamenanych 37 druhov; z toho
9 druhov hniezdicov, 4 pravdepodobnych hniezdiov a 1 mozny hniezdi¢ — na zaklade kritérii EBCC, 17 z nich je migrujucich
alebo zimujucich druhov a hniezdny/migraény status 6 druhov nie je znamy. Strata a fragmentacia habitatu suvisiaca s intenzi-
fikaciou pol'nohospodarstva sprevadzana aplikaciou pesticidov st hlavnym rizikom ohrozujicim divo zijuce zvierata vratane den-
nych dravych vtakov v regione. Na ziskanie detailnejsich poznatkov o populaciach dennych dravcov juhovychodnej Anatolie je
ale potrebna koordinovana osveta a d’al§i vyskum.

Key words: birds of prey, distribution, ecological changes, south-eastern Anatolia, Turkey.

Recep Karakas, Dicle University, Science Faculty, Department of Biology, 21280 Diyarbakir, Turkey. E-mail: rkara-
kas@dicle.edu.tr.

Acknowledgments: I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Ahmet Kili¢ and Prof. Dr. Murat Biricik for sharing their records on raptors.

Introduction

The raptors are excellent bio-indicators of environ-
mental health and widely preferred for monitoring of
wildlife and conservation programs (Mac Nally et al.
2004, Chambers 2008). Since raptors are located at the
top of the food chains, their population fluctuations
provide good information for natural ecosystems (Thi-
ollay 1994, 2006, Herremans & Herremans-Tonnoeyr
2000). So important information on natural ecosystems
could be obtained by monitoring raptor species. Most of
the raptors are seriously threatened in Europe (Tucker &
Heath 1994, Birdlife 2004), Asia, Middle East and
Africa (Cramp 1998, Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001,
Mebs & Schmidt 2006). It is essential therefore to de-
termine the status and distribution of this group in dif-
ferent countries and regions.

Special habitats such as wetlands, mountains, semi-
desert and steppe areas in the south-eastern Anatolia
(SEA) Region together with Tigris and Euphrates River
ecosystems make the region important for raptor species
in Turkey (Welch 2004, Karakas 2010, Biricik &
Karakas 2012). The region has experienced ecological
changes mainly related to dams and agricultural regime
changes due to GAP (south-eastern Anatolia Project),
which is a comprehensive development project together
with applications in the region (Welch 2004, Karakas
2012). Related to the correlation between land-use and
agricultural regime changes together with other ecolo-
gical components, species composition and distribution
ranges of raptors in the south-eastern part of Turkey
may have changed like other examples in the world
(Crick 2004, Huntley et al. 2006). Expansion of agri-
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culture, change in cropping patterns together with pesti-
cide applications, dams and irrigation channels presum-
ably will affect raptor diversity in this part of the
country.

The SEA region has rich bird diversity as a con-
sequence of its location and different habitat types. In
general, bird diversity in this region is relatively well
known as a result of recent publications and monitoring
researches (Biricik 1996, Karakas & Kilig 2002, 2004,
2005, Karakas 2004, Biricik & Karakas 2012).
However, little is known about diurnal raptor (hereafter
raptor) species, and there have been no surveys spe-
cially concentrating on this group in this part of the
country.

This study is based on main local studies and per-
sonal observations during various surveys of the SEA
between 1994-2014. The paper aims to present inform-
ation on raptor species in the SEA region by providing a
full list of species, breeding categories, risk status and
seasonal occurrence. Additionally it presents informa-
tion for the main areas that have great importance for
the raptors in the region, together with conservation re-
commendations.

Material and methods

The SEA region occupies nearly 9% of Turkey’s geo-
graphical area and covers 75 358 km? in the south-east-
ern part of the country (Fig. 1). The region has a typical
dry terrestrial climate and a characteristic landscape of
lowlands and steppe areas together with mountain areas.
In order to determine the distribution of raptor species
in SEA, all records of species between 1994-2014 years
were taken into account together with Turkey’s national
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bird reports. Based on the main local studies in the re-
gion (Biricik 1996, Karakas & Kilig 2002, 2004, 2005,
Karakas 2004, Karakas & Biricik 2010, Biricik &
Karakas 2012) and personal observations during various
surveys between 1994-2014, the raptor species diversity
is summarized.

Field excursions were carried out in each main area
during the related period using binoculars (10x50) and
telescope (20-60x60). Point-count and transect line
methodology was used. Species identification was car-
ried out in the field and office using standard ornitholo-
gical literature (Cramp 1998, Mullarney et al. 1999).
Breeding status of birds was determined by applying the
European Bird Census Council (EBCC) criteria (Hage-
meijer & Blair 1997) to our observations of courtship,
behaviour and whether eggs, chicks or nests were found.
For the systematic list of birds, the work of Kirwan et al.
(1999) was followed.

Results

This is the first review of the status, distribution and
numbers of raptor species populations in the south-east-
ern part of Turkey. The records of raptor species based
on regular and irregular field studies between the years
19942014 were evaluated. A total of 31 raptor species
have been recorded; 9 of them are certainly, 4 probably
and 1 possibly was breeding in the area, according to the
breeding criteria of the EBCC, while 17 of them were
transitory migrating or wintering birds for the region.
Seven species are globally threatened; Neophron per-
cnopterus and Falco cherrug endangered (EN), Aquila
clanga and A. heliaca vulnerable (VU), Milvus milvus,
Aegypius monachus and Falco vespertinus are near
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Fig. 1. Map of study area. Num-
bers in circles indicate raptor di-
versity in each area.

Obr. 1. Mapa Studovaného
uzemia. Hodnoty v krazkoch
udavaju zisteny pocet druhov

dravych vtakov na prisluShom
Uuzemi.
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threatened (NT) according to IUCN criteria (IUCN
2013). In addition, according to Red Data Book for
birds of Turkey (Kili¢ & Eken 2004) 15 species (5 EN,
4 NT and 6 VU) are threatened for Turkey apart from
least concern species (Tab. 1).

Some locations like Hasankeyf, Karacadag or Dicle
dam in the region provide ideal habitats for many raptor
species (Fig. 1). Moreover, the raptor diversity increase
during the spring season, mainly in April and May, re-
lated to the migration period (Fig. 2).

The evaluations of raptor species recorded in the
SEA region between 1994-2014 are presented below:

European honey buzzard
(Pernis apivorus)

Records suggest that this species uses the region for
spring migration between March—May. Moreover, most
of the records relate to May together with the migration
peak. This species is common and widespread
throughout the region on passage in, especially during
spring migration.

Black-winged kite

(Elanus caeruleus)

The occurrence of this species in this part of the country
was confirmed during the last decade (Karakas 2012).
Karakas (2012) emphasized the correlation between the
expansion of the species and new conditions arising
from ecological changes that have happened in the re-
gion, which may enable the species to use new areas.
For now, the species can be considered as vagrant for
this region and Turkey, together with proven breeding in
Sanlurfa/Bozova (Kirwan et al. 2014), but frequency of
records indicates the status of the species will change in
the future.

Black kite (Milvus migrans)
Most records suggest that this species uses the area as a
transit passage especially in March-April and Septem-
ber. The migration peak is observed between end of
March and early April, mainly around the Tigris River
valley. Moreover, wintering groups (up to 7,000-8,500
individuals) have been identified in this part of country,
mainly around Gaziantep city, between the years
2001-2011 (Biricik & Karakas 2011).

Red kite (Milvus milvus)
There is one record of two individuals of this species in
the region, on April 6, 2004, between the Bismil-Bat-

man. It is a rare / unusual passage migrant species for
the region.

Egyptian vulture

(Neophron percnopterus)

This has been recorded in the region between March and
September. The species is revealed as a widespread and
common summer visitor and breeds in mountainous
areas in the region. The presence of the species is de-
pendent on the conservation of suitable feeding and
breeding areas in the region. The most suitable breeding
and feeding areas are available in the eastern part of the
SEA region, mainly around the Hasankeyf area. Loss of
suitable habitats and reduced food availability together
with human disturbance have affected the population
size of this species.

Griffon vulture

(Gyps fulvus)

This has been revealed as a resident breeder or partial
migrant species for the region. Records indicate three
main areas; Hasankeyf, Karacadag and Nemrut Moun-
tain.

Cinercecous vulture

(Aegypius monachus)

This species is revealed as an uncommon and rare res-
ident breeder for mountain areas, mainly in the eastern
part of the SEA region. One record is available for this
extremely scarce species in the east of the Hasankeyf
area (Karakas & Biricik 2012).

Short-toed snake cagle
(Circaetus gallicus)

The species is revealed as transit migratory together
with probability of breeding in suitable areas such as
Hasankeyf or Siirt. Passage in spring and autumn peak-
ing occurs in April and August respectively.

Western marsh harrier
(Circus aeruginosus)

This is a locally resident breeder in suitable areas where
especially marshy wetlands with reed cover occur. It has
been recorded in different localities during the year, and
it is a breeding species in the region mainly around the
Bismil plain, Kralkizi dam and Birecik-Karkamis area.

Hen harrier (Circus cyaneus)
Although this has been recorded in different localities dur-
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ing the spring/autumn migration and winter periods; it was
concluded that the species is a regular winter visitor for the
region and it has a widespread distribution in the region.

Montagu's harrier

(Circus pygargus)

This is a widespread and common passage migrant, but
there are suitable breeding areas in the region for the
species, such as marshy wetlands, damp grasslands and
agricultural fields. Most records relate to the Bismil
plain, and there are also reports from Hasankeyf,
Karacadag and the Kralkizi dam area.

Northern goshawk

(Accipiter gentilis)

This is revealed as a fairly rare spring migrant, mainly
in April. All of the records were made in April except
one in May, and it was determined that it uses the area
for spring passage. Although there are no records of it in
the autumn period, Martins (1989) reported one record
in August, maybe of an early migrating individual.

Eurasian sparrowhawk
(Accipiter nisus)

This is an uncommon local resident species mainly in
higher or mountain areas, and probably a breeding spe-
cies in suitable areas in the region.

Levant sparrowhawk
(Accipiter brevipes)

One record of two individuals is available in the region
(Hasankeyf area) for a species that uses the region dur-
ing the migration season. So it should be recorded as an
uncommon passage migrant for the region.

Common buzzard

(Buteo buteo)

Although recorded the whole year round in different
locations in the region, it mainly uses the region during
the migration season, and hundreds of individuals have
been observed many times. In general, it is widespread
and a relatively common passage migrant showing
peaks in April and October during spring and autumn
migrations respectively. Big flocks are observed mainly
around the Tigris River and valley, at Diyarbakir. On the
other hand, almost all of the observed individuals dur-
ing migration belong to Buteo buteo vulpinus subspe-
cies. Moreover, it breeds in higher or mountain areas.

30
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] 10
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Fig. 2. Distribution of raptor species observed in the south-
eastern Anatolia for each month.

Obr. 2. Distribucia pozorovanych druhov dravych vakov v
juhovychodnej Anatdlii po jednotlivych mesiacoch.

Long-legged buzzard

(Buteo rufinus)

This is a local resident species for the region and is re-
corded during the whole year. It was determined that the
species definitely breeds in suitable habitats in the re-
gion such as Hasankeyf, Karacadag, or Nemrut Moun-
tain.

Lesser spotted cagle

(Aquila pomarina)

This is a rare passage migrant for this part of the coun-
try. Only two records of the species are available: one
record is from Karacadag in April 2001, while the other
was reported in the Hasankeyf area in October (Biricik
& Karakas 2012). Both areas are habitats of mountain-
ous character.

Greater spotted ecagle

(Aquila clanga)

This is an uncommon and rare passage migrant for this
part of the country. Two records are available: one from
Goksu dam (Karakas & Kilig 2002) while the other was
reported in the Karkamis dam-Birecik area during May
2005.

Steppe cagle

(Aquila nipalensis)

This migrant species uses the region for spring migra-
tion between April-May. It has been reported in the
Dicle dam (Karakas & Kili¢ 2004) and Hasankeyf areas
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(Biricik & Karakasg 2012). Beaman (1986) reported a
sighting at Viransehir in April 1981. The species is re-
vealed as an uncommon migrant for the region.

Eastern imperial
(Aquila heliaca)
This species is an uncommon, rare migrant for the SEA
region. Although records suggest the species is a transit
migratory one, it is possible that it breeds in some high-
er areas especially in the north and east of the region
where there are suitable habitats for its breeding (Welch
2004).

cagle

Golden eagle

(Aquila chrysaetos)

This can be seen in widespread and moderate numbers
in mountain areas as a local resident. It probably breeds
in suitable mountain areas such as Karacadag or Hasan-
keyf in the region.

Booted cagle

(Aquila pennata)

Widespread and not uncommon summer visitor, prin-
cipally to the eastern part of the region, where it has
suitable areas for breeding.

Bonelli's eagle

(Hieraaetus fasciata)

This species is a local and scarce resident breeding in
the region. Its records from Halfeti and Birecik between
May and July are available (Eames 1990, Martins 1989,
Kirwan & Martins 1994). Kili¢ et al. (2003) reported a
breeding pair near Hasankeyf. It is possible to conclude
that it is a local resident species, and definitely breeds in
the region. Only three breeding pairs have been known
in the region, but it seems that the breeding ground near
Halfeti by the Euphrates river bank is not used any
more due to the increased level of water in the Birecik
Reservoir. Moreover, the breeding areas around Hasan-
keyf are threatened by the Ilisu dam project (Biricik &
Karakas 2012).

Western osprey

(Pandion haliaetus)

Karakas & Kili¢ (2002) reported three sightings by Di-
yarbakir-Cinar Goksu dam; two individuals in April and
one individual in May 1999. In addition, the species has
been observed in mid-March in the region, at least for
the last four years. It was concluded that the species
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uses the area during the spring migration season.

Lesser kestrel

(Falco naumanmni)

This species is a regular summer migrant for SEA, and
breeds in some localities. Their records are available
from the end of February to the beginning of October.
One of the most numerous populations for the SEA re-
gion, breeding in the Hasankeyf area which is
threatened by the Ilisu dam project. Some colonies have
disappeared during the last decade, such as in the
Karacadag area. Loss of steppe areas and increased use
of pesticides threaten the species in the region.

Common kestrel

(Falco tinnunculus)

The most common and widespread resident raptor
breeding in the SEA region, and it has been recorded in
all of the main areas including city centres. Found in a
wide variety of habitats from wetlands to city centres.

Red-footed falcon

(Falco vespertinus)

It is recorded during migration periods in large areas of
the region, during April-May and September. The mi-
gration peak is observed in mid-April. It was concluded
that it has used the area for the spring and autumn mi-
gration periods.

Merlin (Falco columbarius)
This mainly prefers open areas, and has been observed
during winter while flying for foraging. It has been re-
corded in the region during January - February and it is
revealed as a winter visitor for SEA region.

Eurasian hobby

(Falco subbuteo)

This has been recorded at the Kralkizi and Dicle dams
in May and September, as well as being recorded in Oc-
tober at Hasankeyf and its surroundings. Moreover, the
species was observed at Kambogazi / Nemrut Mountain
during June and August in 2010, including at least two
juveniles. The records suggest that the species uses the
area during the spring and autumn transition periods.
There is also the possibility of breeding by the species
in suitable areas like Hasankeyf and Nemrut Mountain.

Saker falcon (Falco cherrug)
Two records of this species are available for the SEA
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region apart from literature records, as of one individual
each from the Goksu dam and Kabakli Reservoir. The
species could be revealed as an uncommon passage mi-
grant for the region, using the area during transition
periods. There is the possibility of breeding in some
higher arid mountain areas, mainly the extreme eastern
part of the region. Moreover, the species uses open
steppe areas close to these mountains.

Peregrine falcon

(Falco peregrinus)

This species uses the region mainly during transition
periods together with two possible breeding areas in this
part of the country (Hasankeyf, Karacadag). Breeding
was proven in one areca by two active nests together
with at least two chicks in the Hasankeyf area. It is re-
ported from around Birecik in July and August. Records
in May-September are also available, and it is likely to
breed in the region too.

Discussion

I have reviewed and summarized published accounts,
together with additional records based on personal ob-
servations on raptor diversity gathered throughout SEA,
Turkey. The status and distribution of 31 raptor species
occurring in the region have been determined and reli-
ably recorded. When the existence of 40 (Kirwan et al.
1999) or 42 species (Kirwan et al. 2008) of raptors to-
gether with vagrant species is taken into account for the
whole of Turkey, the importance of the region for raptor
species is understood better. Nevertheless, there are 6
species that were not identified during our field studies
reported from the region; Gypaetus barbatus, Circus
macrorus, Falco eleonorae, Falco concolor, Falco bi-
armicus and Falco pelegrinoides (Kumerloeve 1963,
1967, Vielliard 1968, Murphy 1984, Beaman 1986,
Martins 1989, Eames 1990, Kirwan & Martins 1994,
2000, Kirwan et al. 2003, Welch 2004). From a review
of the current studies and available literature together
with data on bird diversity, it is clear that at least 37 of
the 40 or 42 raptors assessed occur in this part of Tur-
key. In this way, the importance of the region for the
mentioned group could be understood easily.

Most of the raptors are seriously threatened and re-
quire conservation in many countries including Turkey
(Tucker & Heath 1994, Birdlife 2004, ITUCN 2013). In-
formation on habitat-related threats to raptors both in
the SEA region and Turkey as a whole is very limited.
However, there have been some main studies (Tucker &

Heath 1994, Birdlife 2004) in the Palaearctic zone that
indicate that conversion of steppes to agricultural arable
fields is unsuitable for many raptors, at least steppe rap-
tors such as the steppe eagle (Aquila nipalensis), imper-
ial eagle (Aquila heliaca), or saker falcon (Falco
cherrug) (Sanchez-Zapata et al. 2003, Galushin 2004).
Intensification of agriculture together with monoculture
fields and high levels of pesticide use threaten many
raptor species because they result in reduced prey avail-
ability in the region. Although there is a lack of data for
the effects of agricultural expansion on raptors, it is
thought that such changes may be having significant
impacts on species that need open steppes and grass-
lands for foraging. Many raptors suffer from habitat de-
struction through disruption of the natural structure and
fragmenting of the areas, leaving insufficient space for
home ranges or foraging areas. In addition, it has been
reported that some raptor species have been trapped for
hunting in some parts of Turkey (Turan 1996, 2005).

The huge increase in irrigated fields has provided
different ecological conditions which have resulted in
alteration of species composition over large areas of
SEA region (Welch 2004, Biricik & Karakas 2012). It is
estimated that the existing alteration process in the re-
gion related to GAP in the last few decades will pre-
sumably affect the raptors that are at the top of the food
chain in the long term. Agricultural intensification, hab-
itat loss, reduction in food availability and disturbance
are considered as the most important threats to the rap-
tor population of the SEA region. In Turkey, agricultural
pesticides, carcass poisoning and hunting are revealed
as major threats for raptors (Turan 2005, Biricik &
Karakas 2011).

Consequently, it is possible to indicate that the re-
gion is extremely rich in raptors. Despite all raptors be-
ing legally protected in Turkey, illegal hunting is still a
problem. Substantial changes have occurred in the
south-eastern part of Turkey in recent decades, mainly
related to habitat loss as a result of big dam projects and
agricultural intensification. It could be stated that habitat
loss and fragmentation related to agricultural intensific-
ation are common hazards threatening wildlife including
raptors in this region. The occurrence of raptor species
is often related to the availability of suitable habitats in-
cluding food and nesting areas, like other birds. In addi-
tion, habitat alterations may also result in species
composition changes in the future. Due to their position
at the top of the food chain, raptors respond rapidly to
threats and changing environmental conditions. So by
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monitoring this group valuable information could be
obtained about the ecosystem.

For the conservation of raptors large national parks
may be important alternatives for viable populations of
some raptors that are globally threatened. The perman-
ence of habitat heterogeneity in the region is a key
factor for the conservation of raptor species, including
endangered ones. Moreover, so as to increase know-
ledge on raptors in south-eastern Anatolia and evaluate
their populations, a coordinated education and research
program is essential.
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