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Falconry is the hunting of wild animals by means of a trained
bird of prey. During Safavid times, this art, called bazdari,
was a fairly common activity, especially among nobles. In
addition to being a hobby of the nobility, falconry was also
used as a tool for catching food for the table. For example,
the Venetian merchant Joseph Barbaro, a visitor to the court
in Tabriz in 1474, reports that the Aq Qoyunlu army took with
them 250 birds of prey, 100 cheetahs, 4,000 greyhounds and
other dogs on a hunt (Allsen 2006). The German naturalist
Gustav Radde, who visited the South Caucasus in the 19th
century, remarked that falconry was then still widespread in
the area that is now Azerbaijan (Radde 1884).

Various accipitriformes (eagles, hawks) and large falcons are
mainly used in falconry. Three species of large falcons have
been recorded in Azerbaijan: the Peregrine Falcon (Falco
peregrinus), the Saker Falcon (Falco cherrug) and the Lanner
Falcon (Falco biarmicus). The Saker Falcon is the largest
falcon species found in Azerbaijan, but at the same time also
the rarest. During migration it can regularly be seen
throughout the country and during wintering (Patrikiev 2004).
Between 15 and 30 individuals are recorded annually 1in
Azerbaijan (ETSN 2023). The most suitable Saker Falcons (often
simply called “Sakers”) for falconry are considered wild-take
adult birds (Allsen 2006). This is one of the main reasons for
a decline in their number. Thus, their global population size
is estimated to be between 12200 to 29800 mature individuals,
and they are categorized as endangered (BirdLife International
2024) .
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A popular theory among some scientists was that Sakers don’t
breed in the Caucasus region because they are replaced in
summer by Lanner Falcons ([leMeHTbeB & [napmkos 1951, 117).
However, given that Sakers breed in neighboring Tlrkiye, Iran,
Armenia and sometimes Georgia, and that they have been
observed in Azerbaijan during the breeding season, 1t 1is
likely that they breed in Azerbaijan as well. This hypothesis
was first confirmed in 2022 by a team of foreign bird
watchers. The observers note that the female bird appeared to
have been used for falconry, indicated by the straps on both
its legs, and had subsequently escaped into the wild. They
added that the bird’s behavior did not differ from any other
raptor (Vincent Legrand personal communication). Because birds
of prey, also known as raptors, are trained by their owners
for use in hunting, they can typically adapt to nature, unlike
other exotic birds (Rivas-Salvador et al. 2021). There are,
however, also reports showing the opposite. Between 1995 -
2013, falconers from the UAE initiated releases of 1545
falcons (726 Sakers and 819 Peregrine Falcons), which were
used in falconry and caught for other purposes in the United
Arab Emirates, into the wild in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Pakistan and Iran. Based on the information on the 10% of the
birds that were tracked via GPS transmitters, none of them
were able to rejoin wild populations and produce offspring in
the wild (Kovacs et al.). It is even assumed that 12 of these
birds were re-trapped by humans (Muller 2013).

Currently, there is no special permit regulating falconry in
Azerbaijan. There is a small percentage of people who engage
in this hobby illegally. Sakers are considered extremely
valuable among falconers, and the removal of chicks from nests
for falconry is one of the factors making it difficult to
conserve the species. Given that they are also illegally
trapped throughout Azerbaijan for sale to Arabian falconers
(Kovacs et al.), it is important to keep falconers and the
birds they keep under control.

Uncontrolled wild-take falconry poses serious problems for the



conservation of large falcons. On the other hand, Sielicki
argues that falconry can be a useful tool for species
conservation, citing examples from several projects initiated
by individuals and organizations involved 1in falconry
(Sielicki 2016). He notes that in 2014 almost 5000 artificial
Saker nests were built in Mongolia, actively producing more
than 3,000 chicks. In exchange for that up to 300 licenses for
trapping wild Sakers had been issued since 2014 (Sielicki
2016). The published figures show that from 1997- 2010,
Mongolia exported a total of 3141 Saker Falcons (10-26% of the
global population) to seven countries, especially the Gulf
states. The sale of Saker Falcons in 2010 alone generated an
income of about US$3 million for Mongolia (Dixon et al. 2011).
This indicates that significant numbers of wild falcons were
trapped in exchange for the erection of artificial nests to
breed the species.

The biggest problem with the introduction of exotic raptors
into the wild from falconry is that they may disrupt the gene
pool of native falcons, resulting in hybrids (a mixture of two
or more species) (Rivas-Salvador et al. 2021). From 1975-2020,
various hybrids accounted for 26,8% of 188.149 traded raptors,
as a result of legal wildlife trade transactions, especially
in falconry (Connor et al. 2023). This indicates a high
proportion of hybrids within falconry species. The increasing
number of falcons escaped from falconry across the Caucasus
raises concerns about the genetic integrity of the
reproductive populations of Saker Falcons and other large
falcons, creating a need for urgent conservation measures.
Given the origins of female sakers of breeding pairs recorded
in Azerbaijan from falconry activity, there is a possibility
that it also holds unknown hybrid genes and will eventually
pass them to the wild.

Azerbaijan in recent years has implemented projects under the
slogan of “Increasing Genetic Diversity,” which 1is intended to
introduce raptors into the wild from falconry (AZERTAC 2023).
Given the widespread use of various hybrids, especially



falcons, at festivals by falconers, there is a risk that some
of the raptors released into the wild will contribute to
hybridization and have a negative impact on the local gene
pool. The first proposal for the releasing of falcons back
into the wild in Azerbaijan is based on the Memorandum of
Understanding signed between Azerbaijan and Qatar in 2017 on
cooperation in the field of wildlife conservation and
protection of the endangered natural environment. The parties
to this project are the Ministry of Ecology and Natural
Resources and the Qatari Al Gannas Association (Qatar News
Agency 2023). As part of these campaigns, about 250 falcons
were released back into the Azerbaijani wild between 2020 and
2023 (Abdullayeva 2022, Seymurqizi 2024).

What needs to be done though? Release campaigns of this type
should be discontinued until proper genetic testing 1is
conducted to confirm that the birds released in nature are not
hybrids. Even if released individuals are not hybrids, care
should be taken to ensure that the measures to preserve the
gene pool in Azerbaijan of breeding Caucasian-Mediterranean
Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus brookei in Latin) do not
coincide with the reproductive cycle. Because non-native
subspecies of falcons are known to cause “genetic pollution”
among native wild falcon populations and to increase
hybridization even within subspecies (Lindberg et al. 2015).
Continuous monitoring and conservation initiatives are crucial
to preserve the habitat and population of endangered falcons
in Azerbaijan. In particular, given the illegal trapping of
large falcons for use in falconry, the protection of nesting
places for large falcons breeding in Azerbaijan is of great
importance. In addition, the introduction of falcon species to
the wild from falconry should be prevented in order to prevent
“genetic pollution” among native large falcon populations.

Bibliography:

Abdullayeva Samira. 2022. Azarbaycan tabisatina buraxilan sahin
guslarinin sayi aciglanib. report.az udcun. Baxilib 08.03.2024



(https://report.az/ekologiva/azerbaycan-tebietine-buraxilan-sa
hin-quslarinin-sayi-aciglanib/)

Allsen, T. (2006). The Royal Hunt in Eurasian History.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Azartac (2023). Sahin quslarini Qoatardan gotirib tabiasts
buraxmagla dinya faunasini da doastaklayirik. 01.04. 2023,
Bak1i. Bax1il1ib 15.03.2024
(https://azertag.az/xeber/sahin_quslarini geterden getirib_teb
iete buraxmaqla dunya faunasini da destekleyirik-2553839)

BirdLife International (2024) Species factsheet: Falco
cherrug. Downloaded from
https://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/saker-falcon-f
alco-cherrug on 06/03/2024.

Connor T. Panter, Georgia C.A. Jones, Rachel L. White (2023).
Trends in the global trade of live CITES-listed raptors: Trade
volumes, spatiotemporal dynamics and conservation
implications, Biological Conservation, Volume 284, 110216.

Dixon, A., N. Batbayar, G. Purev-ochir, and N. Fox. (2011).
Developing a sustainable harvest of saker Falcons (Falco
cherrug) for falconry in Mongolia. In r. t. Watson, t. J.
Cade, M. Fuller, G. hunt, and E. Potapov (Eds). Gyrfalcons and
Ptarmigan in a changing World. The Peregrine Fund, Boise,
Idaho, USA.

NeMeHTbeB . M. & H. A. TnapkosB. (1951) Mtwuubl CoBeTCKOro
Cow3a. MockBa: CoBeTcCKafd Hayka.

ETSN, Ekologiya vo Tabii Sarvetlar Nazirliyi, Zoologiya
Institutu, Milli Elmlsr Akedemiyasi. 2023. Azarbaycan
Respublikasinin Qirmizi Kitabi - Fauna. III cild.

Kovdcs, A, NP Williams, & KA Galbraith. 2014. Saker Falcon
Falco cherrug Global Action Plan. CMS RaptorsMOU Technical
Publication No 2 CMS Technical Series No 31.


https://report.az/ekologiya/azerbaycan-tebietine-buraxilan-sahin-quslarinin-sayi-aciqlanib/
https://report.az/ekologiya/azerbaycan-tebietine-buraxilan-sahin-quslarinin-sayi-aciqlanib/
https://azertag.az/xeber/sahin_quslarini_qeterden_getirib_tebiete_buraxmaqla_dunya_faunasini_da_destekleyirik-2553839
https://azertag.az/xeber/sahin_quslarini_qeterden_getirib_tebiete_buraxmaqla_dunya_faunasini_da_destekleyirik-2553839
https://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/saker-falcon-falco-cherrug%20on%2006/03/2024
https://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/saker-falcon-falco-cherrug%20on%2006/03/2024

Lindberg P, Nesje M (2002) Lost falconers birds and hybrid
falcons — Do they have an impact on European peregrine falcon

(Falco peregrinus) populations ? — A case study of lost
falconers birds breeding in Sweden. In: Yosef R,Miller ML,
Pepler D (eds) Raptors in the new millennium - world

conference on birds of prey & owls, Raptor2000. International
Birding & Research Center, Eilat, Israil.

Muller, M.G. (2013) H.H. The Late Sheikh Zayed Falcon Release
Program (SZFR). Saker Falcon Task Force — Stakeholders’ Action
Planning Workshop. 10 September 2013. Abu Dhabi Falcon
Hospital.

Patrikiyev M. (2004). Azarbaycanin quslari [The Birds of
Azerbaijan]. Pensoft Series Faunistica No 38, Sofia/Moscow.

Qatar News Agency (2023). Al-Gannas Releases 55 Falcons in
Azerbaijan. Achieved on 08.03.2024 via
https://www.gna.org.ga/en/News%20Area/News/2023-04/08/0014-al-
gannas-releases-55-falcons-in-azerbaijan

Radde, G. 1884. Ornis Caucasica: die Vogelwelt des Kaukasus.
Verlag von Theodor Fischer, Kassel.

Rivas-Salvador, Javier & Aguilera-Alcala, Natividad & Tella,
José & Carrete, Martina (2021). Assessing the introduction of
exotic raptors into the wild from falconry. Biological
Invasions. 23. 1-10.

Sielicki, Janusz. (2016). Falconry as a biodiversity
conservation tool. Conference Material: Falconry - 1its
influence on biodiversity and cultural heritage. At: Suprasl,
Poland.

Seymurqizi Gilar (2024). Otsn il 16 ceyran, 66 sahin qusu
tobists buraxilib/report.az UuUclun. Baxilin 08.03.2024
(https://report.az/ekologiya/oten-il-16-ceyran-66-sahin-qusu-t
ebiete-buraxilib/)



https://www.qna.org.qa/en/News%20Area/News/2023-04/08/0014-al-gannas-releases-55-falcons-in-azerbaijan
https://www.qna.org.qa/en/News%20Area/News/2023-04/08/0014-al-gannas-releases-55-falcons-in-azerbaijan
https://report.az/ekologiya/oten-il-16-ceyran-66-sahin-qusu-tebiete-buraxilib/
https://report.az/ekologiya/oten-il-16-ceyran-66-sahin-qusu-tebiete-buraxilib/

