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Widespread Population Collapse of African Raptors 

 

Nairobi, Kenya: 4 January 2024 — An international team of researchers has found that Africa’s 
birds of prey are facing an extinction crisis. The report, published today in the journal Nature 
Ecology & Evolution, warns of declines among nearly 90% of 42 species examined, and suggests that 
more than two-thirds may qualify as globally threatened.  
 
The study was co-led by Dr Phil Shaw of the University of St. Andrews and Dr Darcy Ogada of The 
Peregrine Fund. It combines counts from road surveys conducted within four African regions at 
intervals of c. 20–40 years, yielding unprecedented insights into patterns of change in the 
abundance of savanna raptor species. 
 
It shows that large raptor species had experienced significantly steeper declines than smaller 
species, particularly on unprotected land, where they are more vulnerable to persecution and other 
human pressures. Overall, raptors had declined more than twice as rapidly outside of National 
Parks, Reserves and other protected areas than they had within. Worryingly, many species suffering 
the steepest declines had suffered a double-jeopardy, having also become much more dependent on 
protected areas over the course of the study.  
 
The study’s authors conclude that unless many of the threats currently facing African raptors are 
addressed effectively, large, charismatic eagle and vulture species are unlikely to persist over much 
of the continent’s unprotected land by the latter half of this century. 
 
The study also highlights steep declines among raptors that are currently classified as being of 
‘least concern’ in the global Red List of threatened species. They include African endemics such as 
Wahlberg's Eagle, African Hawk-eagle, Long-crested Eagle, African Harrier-hawk and Brown Snake-

http://www.peregrinefund.org/
mailto:ps61@st-andrews.ac.uk
mailto:ogada.darcy@peregrinefund.org


eagle, as well as Dark Chanting-goshawk. All of these species have declined at rates suggesting that 
they may now be globally threatened.  
 
Several other familiar, widespread raptor species are now scarce or absent from unprotected land. 
They include one of Africa’s most powerful raptors - the Martial Eagle - as well as the highly 
distinctive Bateleur.  
 
Dr Phil Shaw commented: “Since the 1970s, extensive areas of forest and savanna have been 
converted into farmland, while other pressures affecting African raptors have likewise intensified. 
With the human population projected to double in the next 35 years, the need to extend Africa’s 
protected area network – and mitigate pressures in unprotected areas – is now greater than ever”. 
 
Dr Darcy Ogada said: “Africa is at a crossroads in terms of saving its magnificent birds of prey. In 
many areas we have watched these species nearly disappear. One of Africa’s most iconic raptors, 
the Secretarybird, is on the brink of extinction. There’s no single threat imperiling these birds, it’s a 
combination of many human-caused ones, in other words we are seeing deaths from a thousand 
cuts”. 
 
Professor Ian Newton OBE FRS, FRSE, world-leading ornithologist commented on the research: 
“This is an important paper which draws attention to the massive declines in predatory birds which 
have occurred across much of Africa during recent decades. This was the continent over which, only 
50 years ago, pristine populations of spectacular raptors were evident almost everywhere, bringing 
excitement and wonder to visitors from many parts of the world. The causes of the declines are 
many – from rampant habitat destruction to growing use of poisons by farmers and poachers and 
expanding powerline networks – all ultimately due to expansions in human numbers, livestock 
grazing and other activities. Let us hope that more research can be done and, more importantly, 
that these birds can be protected over ever more areas, measures largely dependent on the 
education and goodwill of local people.” 
 
Raptors of all sizes lead an increasingly perilous existence on Africa’s unprotected land, where 
suitable habitat, food supplies and breeding sites have been drastically reduced, and persecution 
from pastoralists, ivory poachers and farmers is now widespread. Other significant threats include 
unintentional poisoning, electrocution on power poles and collision with powerlines and wind 
turbines, as well as killing for food and belief-based uses. 
 
The late Dr Jean Marc Thiollay laid the foundation for this study in the 1970s, by initiating a 
remarkable long-term monitoring effort in West Africa, where the average decline rate was more 
than twice that of other regions. The Peregrine Fund’s Dr Ralph Buij, who has re-surveyed some 
of the original areas, noted that: “the human footprint is particularly high throughout West 
Africa’s savannas, and the near complete disappearance of many raptors outside that region’s 
relatively small and fragmented protected area network reflects an ecological collapse that is 
increasingly affecting other parts of the continent. Some raptors that occur mostly in West Africa, 
such as the little-known Beaudouin’s Snake-eagle, are vanishing into oblivion.” 

https://royalsociety.org/people/ian-newton-12001/


The study’s findings highlight the importance of strengthening the protection of Africa’s natural 
habitats, and align with the Convention on Biological Diversity’s COP15 goal of expanding 
conservation areas to cover 30% of land by 2030. They also demonstrate the need to restore 
natural habitats within unprotected areas, reduce the impact of energy infrastructure, improve 
legislation for species protection, and establish long-term monitoring and evaluation of the 
conservation status of African raptors. Crucially, there is a pressing need to try to increase public 
involvement in raptor conservation efforts.  
 
To this end, the study’s authors have developed the African Raptor Leadership Grant to address 
the immediate need for more research and conservation programs. It supports educational and 
mentoring opportunities for emerging African scientists, boosting local conservation initiatives 
and knowledge of raptors across the continent. This initiative, which was launched in 2023, 
awarded its first grant to Joan Banda, a raptor research student at AP Leventis Ornithological 
Research Institute in Nigeria, who will be studying threats to African owls.  

Co-author Martin Odino of The Peregrine Fund and National Museums of Kenya noted that: 
“Poisoning, habitat loss, trapping and persecution are but a few of the notorious threats that are 
decimating raptor populations. The severity of these threats is only exposed through long-term, 
meticulous scientific study. Real conservation action can only begin after education at the grass 
roots level to the top-most wildlife managers, only then do we stand a greater chance of 
adequately safeguarding raptors”. 

Co-author Dr Munir Virani of the Mohamed Bin Zayed Raptor Conservation Fund said: “Dedicated 
conservation efforts can make a tangible impact toward reversing the alarming declines in bird of 
prey populations across sub-Saharan Africa. Our work in Mongolia involved insulating 27,000 
power poles to prevent electrocution-related mortalities and has shown us that there are practical 
solutions to combat one of the major threats facing raptors. Together, similar success can be 
replicated in Africa, offering a beacon of hope for the future of these vital species and the 
ecosystems they support". 
 
Co-author Dr Umberto Gallo-Orsi, Head of the Coordinating Unit of the Memorandum of 
Understanding on the Conservation of Migratory Birds of Prey in Africa and Eurasia (Raptors 
MOU) added: “Under the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS), the Raptors MOU provides the 
institutional framework for governments and experts to address the many challenges that birds 
of prey are facing in Africa. The Signatory states of the Raptors MOU have identified almost 230 
important raptor sites in Africa that need to be protected and conserved. Ensuring all these sites 
are well-connected and protected is vital to safeguard the future of our raptors and contributes 
to the 30 by 30 Biodiversity Framework Target”. 

 

Learn more about the African Raptor Leadership Grant 

https://raptorresearchfoundation.org/grants-awards/african-raptor-leadership-grant/


 

 
 
 
 

 

NOTES TO EDITORS 

The full article is free to view at https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-023-02236-0 

Please include its DOI link (10.1038/s41559-023-02236-0) in your coverage, to further facilitate access 
to the article - thank you. 

Raptor photographs can be found at: https://peregrine.resourcespace.com/?c=1070&k=e42bbda64a 

 

The report authors and their contact details are as follows.  

Phil Shaw ps61@st-andrews.ac.uk, Centre for Biological Diversity, School of Biology, University 
of St Andrews, Fife, KY16 9TH, UK 

Darcy Ogada ogada.darcy@peregrinefund.org, The Peregrine Fund, 5668 W. Flying Hawk Lane, 
Boise, ID, USA and National Museums of Kenya, P.O. Box 40658-00100, Nairobi, Kenya 

Leah Dunn dunn.leah@peregrinefund.org, The Peregrine Fund, 5668 W. Flying Hawk Lane, Boise, 
ID, USA 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-023-02236-0
https://peregrine.resourcespace.com/?c=1070&k=e42bbda64a
mailto:ps61@st-andrews.ac.uk
mailto:ogada.darcy@peregrinefund.org
mailto:dunn.leah@peregrinefund.org


Ralph Buij buij.ralph@peregrinefund.org, The Peregrine Fund, 5668 W. Flying Hawk Lane, Boise, 
ID, USA and Animal Ecology Group, Wageningen University & Research, Wageningen, 
Netherlands 

Arjun Amar arjun.amar@uct.ac.za, FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DST-NRF Centre 
of Excellence, University of Cape Town, Cape Town, South Africa 

Rebecca Garbett bexgarbett@hotmail.co.uk, FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DST-
NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, Cape Town, South Africa and Southern 
Africa Leopard Project, Panthera, Cape Town, Western Cape, South Africa 

Marc Herremans marc.herremans1@skynet.be, Natuurpunt Studie vzw, Coxiestraat 11, 2800 
Mechelen, Belgium 

Munir Z. Virani munir.virani@raptorconservationfund.com, Mohamed Bin Zayed Raptor 
Conservation Fund, P.O. Box 129555, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 

Corinne J. Kendall Corinne.Kendall@nczoo.org, North Carolina Zoo, 4401 Zoo Parkway, Asheboro 
NC, USA and Department of Applied Ecology, North Carolina State University, Raleigh, NC, USA 

Barbara M. Croes croes.barbara@gmail.com, Institute of Environmental Sciences, Leiden 
University, Einsteinweg 2, 2300 RA Leiden, Netherlands 

Martin Odino odino.martin@peregrinefund.org, The Peregrine Fund, 5668 W. Flying Hawk Lane, 
Boise, ID, USA and National Museums of Kenya, P.O. Box 40658-00100, Nairobi, Kenya 

Shiv Kapila shiv.kapila@kenyabirdofpreytrust.org, The Kenya Bird of Prey Trust, P.O. Box 883, 
20117, Naivasha, Kenya 

Peter Wairasho wairasho@yahoo.com, National Museums of Kenya, P.O. Box 40658-00100, 
Nairobi, Kenya  

Christian Rutz cr68@st-andrews.ac.uk, Centre for Biological Diversity, School of Biology, 
University of St Andrews, Fife, KY16 9TH, UK 

André Botha andreb@ewt.org.za, Endangered Wildlife Trust, Private Bag X08, Wierda Park 0149, 
Gauteng, South Africa 

Umberto Gallo Orsi umberto.galloorsi@un.org, Raptors MoU Coordinating Unit, Convention on 
Migratory Species (CMS), P.O. Box 45553. Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 

Campbell Murn campbell@hawkconservancy.org, Hawk Conservancy Trust, Andover, 
Hampshire, SP11 8DY, UK and School of Biological Sciences, University of Reading, Berkshire, 
RG6 6AS, UK 

Glyn Maude glyn@krcbots.org, Raptors Botswana, Private Bag HA 33 HAK, Maun, Botswana 

Simon Thomsett simon.thomsett@kenyabirdofpreytrust.org, The Kenya Bird of Prey Trust, P.O. 
Box 883, 20117, Naivasha, Kenya 

                                                   

mailto:buij.ralph@peregrinefund.org
mailto:arjun.amar@uct.ac.za
mailto:bexgarbett@hotmail.co.uk
mailto:marc.herremans1@skynet.be
mailto:munir.virani@raptorconservationfund.com
mailto:Corinne.Kendall@nczoo.org
mailto:croes.barbara@gmail.com
mailto:odino.martin@peregrinefund.org
mailto:shiv.kapila@kenyabirdofpreytrust.org
mailto:wairasho@yahoo.com
mailto:cr68@st-andrews.ac.uk
mailto:andreb@ewt.org.za
mailto:umberto.galloorsi@un.org
mailto:campbell@hawkconservancy.org
mailto:glyn@krcbots.org
mailto:simon.thomsett@kenyabirdofpreytrust.org


 ### 

The Peregrine Fund was founded in 1970 to restore the then-critically endangered Peregrine 
Falcon, which was subsequently removed from the U.S. Endangered Species List in 1999. That 
success encouraged the organization to expand its focus and apply its experience and 
understanding to raptor conservation efforts on behalf of 140 species in 66 countries worldwide, 
including the Bald Eagle, California Condor, and Aplomado Falcon in the United States. The 
Peregrine Fund changes the future for nature and humanity by conserving birds of prey worldwide. 
Whether the threat is poisoning, habitat loss, human persecution, or any other cause, we use sound 
science to tackle the most pressing conservation issues head-on.  We accomplish high-impact 
results by preventing raptor extinctions, protecting areas of high raptor conservation value, and 
addressing landscape-level threats impacting multiple species. As a catalyst for change, we inspire 
people to value raptors and take action, and we invest in tomorrow's conservation leaders.  By 
working with communities around the world to protect the wildlife and habitats on which they 
depend, we are able to create lasting conservation results while improving people’s ways of life.  
Support for our work comes from individual donors, corporations, foundations, and government 
grants. 

Our Africa Program aims to increase knowledge about the current state of raptor populations and 
the threats they face. We build capacity within Kenya and across the continent to enhance 
knowledge about raptors and their threats, and to ensure that collectively, we achieve conservation 
impacts. To learn more about our Africa Program's activities visit us here. 
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