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During Shakespeare times Red Kites contributed to safeguarding the 
public health in our cities by removing our rubbish. Times when they were 
protected, and so trusting, that they would be feed off children’s hands at 
London Bridge.

GUY MOUNTFORT
Portrait of a Wilderness
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6 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

Growing up in a village on the Sierra of Segovia the silhoue-
tte of the Red Kite was very familiar. It was, most likely, 
the first bird of prey that I was able to identify. The Red 

Kite´s peculiar shape, with a deeply forked tail, rufous and ochre 
hue, long wings with bold white patches and a pale grey head, 
is unmistakable, and different from the Black Kite. Moreover, it 
wasn’t necessary to go to remote places to find its silhouette. It 
was always near you, showing itself, sometimes even seemed that 
it was rhythmically gliding after you. Watching the courting dis-
plays was spectacular. Its flight was elegant and balanced. Dives 
and acrobatics reigned in the skies. It was so familiar that it wasn’t 
appreciated enough.

The boy grew up to become professionally responsible for the 
protection of endangered species of Valladolid and run a wild 
animal hospital in the mid-90s in the province. During those years 
Red Kites and Common Buzzards were, by far, the two species 
with the highest admissions at the animal hospital, caused by road 
and power line accidents, shot during hunting season and by de-
liberate poisoning.

It was about then when we were invited to collaborate with the 
RSPB by donating some chicks to their Red Kite Reintroduction 
Project in the UK. And from there, some chicks left Segovia and 
Valladolid and helped with the successful reintroduction program 
of the RSPB. 

We didn’t foresee at the time that we were about to succumb to/
follow the same problems that the North European populations 
had gone through. Problems in the Iberian populations started in 
the mid-90s, only to get worse. Dramatic declining trends forced 
us to stop our RSPB collaboration and the Red Kite´s inclusion 
on the national Red List of Threatened Species perplexed us. I 
never thought such a situation could happen so rapidly. However, 
at the time the Red Kite was included on the red list the Castilla 
y León population was in a better state than in the rest of Spain.

Witnessing the rapid decline of an abundant species without major 
threats (a priori), or so we thought, and without the understanding 
of the underlying causes, was extremely disconcerting. What has 
changed? What’s happening? Environmental awareness within 
Spanish society was supposed to have increased in the 90s, poiso-
ning had declined, hunters were more respectful of birds of prey, 
and we were all more respectful of the environment. However, Red 
Kite populations receded relentlessly.

Actually, the countryside was under transformation. There were 
major changes in agriculture and animal husbandry. The advent 
of mad cow disease (bovine spongiform encephalopathy) in Eu-
rope in the mid-80s lead to a greater control on the number 
of cattle carcases dumped in the country and was completely 
banned by the European Union in 2002, a problem for all ca-
rrion-feeding birds of prey, including Red Kites. Implementation 
of no-till farming in many farming counties was expected to be 
beneficial for fauna. However, it resulted in an increase in the 
use of chemicals and later in booming rodent crop pests, which 
had to be controlled with more chemicals, and these rippled 
through the trophic chain to, ultimately, damage populations 
of predators by bioaccumulation. Intensification of agriculture, 
rural abandonment, loss of extensive agriculture, and the life 
cycle of the new high-yielding variety crops, as opposed to our 
heritage crops, throughout the different areas in Spain, must 
have contributed to the dwindling of the populations of many 
steppe and arable species. The Red Kite, associated with agri-
culture and husbandry, is one of these species.

Alongside these agri-environmental changes there was a chan-
ge to a new “green economy” that encouraged the generation of 
renewable energies covering our countryside with power lines, 
wind farms and solar plants. Our road network has grown, and 
so has the number and quality of the vehicles, which can drive at 
faster speeds than Red Kites’ or Buzzards’ evasive reaction time. 
Additionally, it is likely that climate change is having an influence 
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on the behaviour of the wintering and resident populations that 
use our country.

To what extent have this array of circumstances changed the po-
sitive trend shown by the Red Kite until the 90s? Which of the 
factors have contributed greatest to the population decline of re-
cent decades? A synergy of historic threats and new ones, what’s 
their influence on the population? There are many questions to 
be asked to which an answer should be found.

The aim of this book is precisely this. A magnificent compilation 
of all that we know, to date, of this species. This book presents a 
vision of its biology including the latest knowledge; but above all, 
an analysis of the causes of the decline of the population. Also, this 
book reviews some of the experiences that are reversing the trend. 

The authors, Tomás Velasco, Bernardo Arroyo, Miguel Rico, Ana 
Bermejo and Javier de la Puente, are outstanding professionals 
and renowned naturalists, who beyond their knowledge, are wat-
chdogs of the fate of the Red Kite. They are skilled in compiling, 
synthesising, and contributing ideas on the best practices for the 
species, which will inform its future management.

Finally, Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti, what can I say? Our 30 year long 
friendship, sharing thoughts, ideas and hypotheses on the happe-
nings of the Castilla y León species, keeps me from giving an ob-
jective opinion. Joaquín brings knowledge and an ability to forge 
collaborations with the best. He also possesses that ornithologist’s 
sixth sense to know when something is wrong with a species. 
Joaquín is an expert on our cereal-steppe birds, he has worked 
with Bonelli’s Eagle, Lesser Kestrel, and in the last few years he 
has spent many hours in the field and in the office working hard 
on this book about the Red Kite. 

There is no doubt that this book that we proudly present will be a 
reference on Red Kite, released through the Fundación Patrimonio 

Natural and with the support of the Fundación EDP. Great efforts 
are being made by local governmental bodies into restoring this 
species. These include thoroughly monitoring of the species by 
a collaboration between our technical staff and, particularly, the 
environmental agencies and environmental watchdogs. There 
is also a scheme to fight poisoning in the region. And lastly, the 
identification and replacement of power lines that are hazardous 
for birds, with significant investment by local government and 
energy companies.

It is our hope that the ongoing areas of activity will yield results 
and that in the future the current population trends are reversed. 
If so, our work will be worth it, ensuring we can enjoy the mag-
nificent silhouette of the Red Kite, with its acrobatic flights and 
peculiar calls. We must make sure we don´t lose it.

José Ángel Arranz Sanz
Director General for Natural Heritage and Forestry Policy
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“
Nothing can be loved or hated unless it is first unders-
tood.” This quote by Leonardo da Vinci describes the 
ambitious aim of the book: The Red Kite, Biology and 
Conservation.

Bird of prey of unmistakable flight and forked tail, the Red Kite 
inhabits the Iberian Peninsula throughout the year. During the 
winter months, the breeding populations meet wintering birds 
that breed in Central Europe. Although regular in our country-
side, the number of Red Kites has decreased dramatically in the 
last few years.

The current situation of the Red Kite population demands our 
efforts in restoring its population and protection as a species. For 
this reason, at the end of 2014 a collaborative association of Fun-
dación del Patrimonio Natural of Castilla y León (FPN) and EDP 
Renováveis (EDPR), by means of the Fundación EDP, started a 
Red Kite conservation programme in Castilla y León. The pro-
gramme consists of a set of actions aimed at improving our unders-
tanding of the biology, the behaviour, population, and the main 
threats to the species. Moreover, these actions are complemented 
by its protection and a public awareness scheme.

Total commitment to biodiversity is one of the pillars of EDPR and 
a fundamental lever in this regard is the opportunity to collaborate 
with institutions to further protect the natural environment.

This commitment has an amplifying effect thanks to the collabo-
ration of professionals and the participation of environmental war-
dens and environmental watchdogs, always available and willing to 
cooperate; the Junta de Castilla y León, by providing technicians 
and their expertise; and SEO/Birdlife, since this charity posses-
ses deep knowledge and extensive experience of Red Kite. Such 
positive results would not have been achieved without this team.

We are also grateful for the hard work of the Fundación del Patri-
monio Natural de Castilla y León for the extensive compilation 
of information on the biology and conservation of the Red Kite. 
Gathering data from all the leading experts and from where the 
species is present, the result is this book: possibly the most com-
plete reference on the biology, behaviour and conservation of the 
Red Kite to date.

It is our hope that this book reaches all those who can contribute 
to the protection of this exceptionally threatened raptor, and that 
the huge amount of information it contains lets us understand 
everything about the species, so we can better fight for its conser-
vation. “Love it and defend it through knowledge”.

Rocío Sicre Rosal
EDP Renovables España Director



L
ittle did I know, when I was allowed to ring the first 
brood of Red Kites in our region with my colleagues 
some 40 years ago, that this species would become 
one of our most abundant birds of prey within a few 
years. Indeed, in Switzerland, the Red Kite has been 

one of the species of bird with the greatest increase. Elsewhere in 
Europe, the species has had fluctuations, but always increased! 

In the 16th and 17th centuries, the Red Kite must have been a 
common breeder across a large part of its range. In the 19th and 
20th centuries they were prosecuted, as were other raptors and 
predators. In addition, changes in agriculture have affected its 
population negatively. In Britain, the Red Kite was almost eradi-
cated. In France, it has completely disappeared in several depart-
ments. In East Germany, the region with the highest densities at 
the time, a rapid and massive decline began in 1990. These coun-
tries, together with Spain, are the strongholds for the Red Kite. 
The 1990s was the “black decade” for this species. Populations 
declined sharply in various parts of Europe. In southern Spain, 
Portugal and south-eastern Poland, the decline continued to the 
present day. However, the reasons for the decline are not the same 
everywhere. It is remarkable that after 2000 the trend reversed in 
some regions, e.g., Denmark, Poland, parts of Germany, Austria 
and the French Pyrenees, although we are not sure of the causes 
of all these increases. Its legal protection, a reduction in poisoning 
in some places and an improvement in food availability must have 
contributed to this increase. In the UK and Tuscany (Italy), rein-
troduction projects have been successful. 

The Red Kite is a predator and scavenger. Few birds of prey feed 
on such a wide array of food items as the Red Kite. From insects 
and worms to small mammals, amphibians, and slaughterhouse 
and kitchen waste, almost nothing is ignored. I have seen them 
eat bread, pasta, cheese, cake and cat food. The diet varies greatly 
from region to region and from year to year. The more heteroge-
neous a landscape, the greater the probability that the Red Kite 
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ornithologists carried out national scale surveys of wintering 
and breeding Red Kites before other countries. This pionee-
ring work subsequently encouraged other countries to carry out 
large-scale surveys.

This book uses the rich experience of the authors. The scope of 
the book is not limited to Castilla y León, but the whole of Spain. 
The authors have succeeded in summarising the current knowle-
dge on Red Kite and making it accessible to a wide audience. For 
many observers, the Red Kite is one of the most attractive birds 
of prey. Its slow flight and frequent presence near human settle-
ments, makes it a popular bird loved by many. One would think 
that due to its unrestricted diet and undemanding habitat needs 
that it would not be a vulnerable species. However, conservation 
efforts to date have been insufficient. In too many areas, humans 
are responsible for the decline or stagnation of populations at low 
levels. And even in areas where the Red Kite has steadily increa-
sed over the past two decades, the raptor’s future is not secure. 
Even minor changes in agriculture and pesticide use can lead to 
further declines. The authors highlight the threats and propose 
conservation measures. For this reason in particular it is hoped 
that the book will be read by many interested parties.

Dr. Adrian Aebischer
Biologist*

will find enough food for several months. In contrast, in areas 
without landscape features and dominated by a single crop type 
over large areas, this raptor will barely find any food beyond a few 
days after harvest.

The Red Kite doesn’t have very selective breeding habitat requi-
rements. A copse, a hedge with large trees, a small wood or a 
forest: they nest anywhere just as long as there are large trees and a 
semi-open landscape with abundant food. However, it avoids areas 
with very hot summers. Climate change could therefore alter its 
distribution and abundance, especially in the south of the Iberian 
Peninsula. On the other hand, the loss of snow at lower altitudes 
in Central Europe has been an important cause of the increase in 
the number of wintering Red Kites. 

Although undemanding in terms of food and habitat, the Red 
Kite is closely associated with human activities, for good or for 
bad. Recent decades have shown that changes in agriculture have 
strongly influenced the population of Red Kites at regional le-
vel. These changes include different crops or an increase in the 
use of pesticides to control rodents, resulting in lack of food. But 
this bird is also exposed to many other threats: illegal poisoning, 
countless new wind turbines, dangerous electricity pylons, poa-
ching, forestry, and the reduction of open dumping from slau-
ghterhouses. We know which factors have the greatest influence 
on survival and breeding success. This means that we have the 
opportunity and responsibility to help the Red Kite in the different 
regions of Europe. 

Spain has an increased responsibility for the conservation of the 
Red Kite. The species currently breeds in 26 different countries, 
but only a few, including Spain, have more than 1000 breeding 
pairs. Moreover, Spain receives almost half of all the wintering 
Red Kites in all countries combined! This book describes both 
the status of the Red Kite in Spain and the latest research. The 
study of the Red Kite has a long tradition in Spain. Spanish 

* Biologist working on Red Kite in Switzerland for the last 20 years.



The publication of a work of this nature would not have 
been possible without the help and collaboration of 
many people and organisations that have worked with 

Red Kites. Our most sincere thanks to all those who in one way or 
another have made a big or a small contribution to bring this book 
to fruition. We hope not to forget anyone, although we apologise 
in advance if we do not mention all the contributors directly.

First, we would like to thank the renewable energy company 
EDP Renewables, especially Carlos Aguado (EDPR Project Ma-
nagement & Environmental), Tamara Castrillón (EDP Renewa-
bles Europe Eu-Environmental Spain), Cristina Mora-Figueroa 
(EU-Environmental) and the rest of their team, for their interest, 
enthusiasm and dedication in the development of the project 
“Actions for the conservation of the Red Kite in Castilla y León”. 
Their unconditional support, both technical and financial, has 
helped not only to increase our knowledge about the Red Kite in 
Castilla y León, but also to increase awareness for its protection. 
This work has yielded valuable information used in some of the 
chapters of this work.

To the Consejería de Fomento and Medio Ambiente de la Junta 
de Castilla y León which, through the Dirección General de Pa-
trimonio Natural and Política Forestal, has provided a great deal 
of essential and necessary documentation for describing many as-
pects of the population and distribution of the Red Kite in Castilla 
y León. To José Ángel Arranz and José Ignacio Molina, in parti-
cular, who have supported this project from the beginning, as well 
as to David Cubero and all his technical team, Víctor Salvador, 
Inmaculada Santos and Alfonso Balmori, for their dedication and 
developing the Plan de Monitorización del Estado de Conservación 
de la Biodiversidad en Castilla y León, whose objectives include 
the annual monitoring of Red Kite populations in this community. 
To the Territorial Services of the Environment and their respective 
Sections of Natural and Protected Areas that have coordinated the 
monitoring of Red Kites in the nine provinces: Nicolás González, 
Marta González, Consuelo Temiño, María Ángeles Osorio, Al-
berto Puyo, Pablo Zuazua, Enrique Gómez, Roberto Carbonell, 
Francisco Panadero, Elena Hernández, Gonzalo Martínez, José 

Manuel Meneses, Rafael Pérez, Carlos Álvarez, Yolanda Fernán-
dez, Jesús Palacios and Mariano Rodríguez. We would also like 
to thank the environmental officers and environmental wardens of 
the Territorial Environmental Services for their time and commit-
ment to the species in carrying out the field counts to monitor the 
Red Kite population. We would especially like to thank the work of 
those who facilitated the marking of birds with GPS transmitters.

To the Fundación del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León, orga-
niser and member with the Junta de Castilla y León of this project, 
especially to Francisco Jiménez who coordinated, together with 
Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti, its development in the period 2015-2020. 
Likewise, to the entire team of the Monitoring and Planning Area 
for the analysis and reports generated on the Red Kite during 
these years of monitoring: Javier García, Rebeca Martín, Carlos 
González, Carlos Zumalacárregui, Pablo Salinas, Stefania Zorzi 
and Javier Morales. Also, to Julio Devesa for reviewing texts on 
power lines dangerous to birds. We would also like to thank the 
staff from the Administration and Communication Area, especia-
lly Rafael Gómez, José Antonio Allende, Eduardo Martín, Sonia 
Coca, Ángeles Plaza and Javier Valenzuela, whose work has made 
it possible to carry out many of the actions. To Gabriel de Pe-
dro and all the staff of the Centros de Recuperación de Animales 
Silvestres (C.R.A.S.) of Castilla y León for their work in saving 
endangered species such as the Red Kite.

To all the people, organisations and consultancy companies wor-
king in environmental issues that participated in the different as-
pects developed within the framework of the project, especially 
the team of professionals from the Sociedad Española de Orni-
tología (SEO/BirdLife) and the consultancy company Estudios 
and Proyectos Línea.

To all the ornithologists who contributed with their knowledge 
of the Red Kite and provided valuable information on the spe-
cies in the different provinces of Castilla y León: Gabriel Sierra 
in Ávila; Rafael Ventosa, Francisco Ruiz and Jesús Santamaría 
in Burgos; Javier García and Carlos Zumalacárregui in León; 
Carlos González in Palencia; Juan Carlos Perlado, María José 
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BLOCK I



SPECIES  
DESCRIPTION



Taxonomy and genetics

Ehe Red Kite (Milvus milvus) was first described as a species 
in 1758 by Linnaeus. Belonging to the order Falconifor-
mes, suborder Accipitri, family Accipitridae and genus Mil-

vus. The genus is broken down into two subspecies: M. m. milvus, 
endemic to the western Palearctic and found throughout most of 
Europe, with a few breeding records in Africa and Asia, and M. 
m. fascicaudata, present only in the Cape Verde archipelago but 
currently considered extinct.

In Europe, the lowest genetic diversity in Red Kites is found in 
island populations and in southern Spain, while greater diversity 
is found in Central Europe and central Spain. It appears that in the 
last glaciation birds seeked refuge in the southern regions (Italian 
and Iberian Peninsulas) and from there they radiated to central Eu-
rope. The genetic division between the Red Kite and the Black Kite 
could be relatively recent, as they hybridise successfully in captivity 
and also in the wild in some countries which would be explained 
by the short time period since their phylogenetic divergence.

Identification

The Red Kite is a medium-sized bird of prey, with a wingspan just 
over 1.5 m and a weight of about 1 kg. It presents a slight reverse 
in sexual dimorphism, with females being larger than males. The 
general coloration of adults is rufous, with dark striping on under-
parts, relatively pale head, and a very forked tail. The juvenile is 
paler, with a lighter overall colouration, darker head and shorter 
tail. In flight, its silhouette is unmistakable: a long, deeply forked 
tail and long flexed wings with a bold white patch below. Vocal in 
gatherings, calls are similar to a meow, followed by notes rising and 
falling; when threatened the alarm call is high-pitched.

Similar sized birds of prey are: Black Kite, Marsh Harrier, Com-
mon Buzzard, European Honey Buzzard and Booted Eagle. All 
of these species, except Black Kite, have variable colorations and 

their tails are not forked. The Red Kite could only be confused 
with the Black Kite, from which it can be distinguished by its 
larger size, much redder coloration, with generally paler tones and 
a more forked tail. Young Red Kites have less forked tails and are 
more similar to Black Kites, with which they could be confused 
in flight, especially against the light.

Moulting and age determination

To maintain their plumage in good condition, birds renew their 
feathers periodically by means of moulting. Replacing old fea-
thers with new ones can change the colouration, the gloss of 
their plumage or even the shape and length of their wings and 
tails. Here we describe the moult of Red Kite and we explain 
how to use this information to estimate the age of birds in the 
field. What we present here is based on a general review of pre-
vious publications on bird ageing and sexing, but mainly on the 
knowledge generated from processing nearly 1000 Red Kites for 
ringing and tagging in Spain.

Nestlings have a first cover of natal down, which starts developing 
inside the egg. During the two months that the chick develops in 
the nest (April-May) the natal down is replaced by the juvenile plu-
mage in the first prebasic moult or prejuvenile moult. The growth 
of juvenile feathers occurs simultaneously and is very fast, and for 
this reason juvenile feathers wear and fade more than adults. The 
juvenile plumage can be identified by having pale under feathers 
with a fine black spot on the rachis, the juvenile tail has a less pro-
nounced fork and a more barred pattern with a dark sub-terminal 
band, the secondaries have a pointed edge and the coverts have a 
cream-coloured edge.

After they leave the nest the moult follows a consistent pattern in 
extension and timing, which can be used for ageing birds during 
the first years of their lives. Feathers are generated slowly and 
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progressively over a period of six or seven months (April-Octo-
ber). In subsequent years the moult cycle will take place repla-
cing old feathers with a whole new set.

First autumn-winter Red Kites (August-March) have a partial 
moult or prebasic moult in summer when they mainly replace head 
feathers. The next spring (April-May), all birds begin a complete 
moult or second prebasic moult that begins with the innermost 
primary and ends in September-October with the outermost pri-
maries. Most of the body plumage is replaced, including remiges 
(wing feathers) and rectrices (tail feathers). This second prebasic 
moult is of lesser extent in the secondaries of second-year kites 
than in adult birds, and the difference in pattern and abrasion 
between juvenile and adult feathers allows differentiation between 
second-year birds.

From the spring of the third calendar year and in subsequent 
years, Red Kites have a complete annual moult and no juvenile 
feathers remain. When the plumage is of a full adult and there are 
no differences between juvenile and adult feathers, birds cannot 
be aged accurately.

Species description | 17 
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TAXONOMY AND GENETICS

The Red Kite was first described as a species in 1758 by Linnaeus 
in his Systema naturae where it was named as Falco milvus (Lin-
naeus 1758). Today, the Red Kite (Milvus milvus) belongs to the 
order Falconiformes, suborder Accipitri and family Accipitridae. 
It is a species of the genus Milvus, which includes two species: 
the Red Kite and the Black Kite (Milvus migrans).

Two subspecies of Red Kite have been described in the world. 
The nominal subspecies M. m. milvus (Linnaeus, 1758) is a 
raptor endemic to the western Palearctic and is widely distribu-
ted in Europe, with a few breeding records in some African and 
Asian countries (see Distribution and demography chapter). 
The subspecies M. m. fascicaudata (Hartert, 1914), thought to 
be extinct, was present only in the Cape Verde archipelago and 
was the subject of several studies in order to correctly determine 
its taxon (Del Hoyo et al. 1994; Sabine et al. 2009; see Cape 
Verde chapter for details). Comparison of genetic diversity and 
phylogeographic patterns of the Red Kite throughout its Euro-
pean range has shown that the decline of some populations has 
had an effect on diversity. The lowest genetic diversity is found 
in island populations and southern Spain, while the highest 
diversity is found in central Europe and central Spain (Roques 
and Negro 2005). These studies suggest that the regions of 
Central Europe may have been colonised from the south, from 
areas where Red Kites found refuge during the glacial period (in 
the Italic or Iberian peninsulas), and that the genetic division 
between the Red Kite and the Black Kite could have happened 
relatively recently.

Red Kite can successfully hybridise with the Black Kite in 
captivity. In addition, hybridisation of these two species in the 
wild has been recorded a number of times in several European 
countries (Sylvén 1977; Heneberg et al. 2016; Literák et al. 
2020), which is explained by the short time since since their 
phylogenetic divergence.

IDENTIFICATION

The Red Kite is a medium-sized raptor: it has a wing length of 451-
594 mm, a wingspan of 152-167 cm and a weight of 780-1,250 g 
(n = 100; J. de la Puente own data). It shows a slight reverse sexual 
dimorphism, with females being slightly larger than males.

The adult is reddish-brown colouration all over, with the under-
parts heavily streaked black and a fringed appearance on the back 
due to the pale edges of the wing covert feathers. The head is 
quite pale and finely streaked very dark. The tail is very forked 
and reddish-orange in colour. The underwing shows large white 
patches on the primaries. The juvenile is paler, with a lighter and 
overall more uniform colouration, darker head and less forked, 
shorter tail than the adult. The iris is pearl grey in adults and 
somewhat darker in juveniles. The bill wax and legs are yellow. 
The coloration of the bill varies with age, being black in juveniles 
and turning yellow from the base as they age; Red Kites with a 
completely yellow bill are very rare. Unmistakable due to its sil-
houette: long and deeply forked tail and long flexed at the carpals 
wings with a bold pale patch on the primaries. When perched it 
is rather slender with a forked tail.

In gatherings, quite vocal, sounds like meow “uíííuu... uííuu... 
uííuu: followed by ascending and descending notes. In addition, 
it has a high-pitched alarm call, “kíuu.... Kí...kí...kí”, frequently 
heard when threatened near the nest.

Other medium size bird of prey similar to Red Kite are: Black Kite, 
Marsh Harrier (Circus aeru-ginosus), Common Buzzard (Buteo 
buteo), European Honey Buzzard (Pernis apivorus) and Booted 
Eagle (Hieraaetus pennatus). However, all these species, except 
the Black Kite, are very different in colour and their tails are not 
forked.

Thus, there could only be confusion with the Black Kite, from 
which it differs by its redder colour, with paler tones and a more 
forked and reddish tail. The Black Kite is slightly smaller and 
darker overall with a less forked tail. Even so, young Red Kites, 
which have less forked tails than adults, are more similar to Black 
Kites, and confusion can occur, especially in bad light situations.
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Red Kite in flight view from underneath © Günther Karmann 
(top) and Black Kite © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature (bottom). 
Showing the main differences between the two kite species, the 
fork in the tail and the general colouration.

Booted Eagle (above) and Western Marsh Harrier (below) 
in flight view from underneath. The main differences 
with Red Kite are in the colouration and the forkless tails.  
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature
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Red Kite (left) and Black Kite (right) in flight from above. When Red Kites open their 
tail widely the fork may not be easy to see which can lead to confusion with Black Kite. 
However, the colouration of Red Kite is red brown while the Black Kite is dark brown.
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature

Red Kite (left) and Black Kite (right) perched, showing the differences in the general 
colouration of the plumage between the two species and the forked tail of the Red Kite. 
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature
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Interaction between a young Red Kite (right) and a young Common Buzzard (left), both 
medium-sized birds of prey but with very different colourations. In addition, the Common 
Buzzard is stockier and much more compact in silhouette, with wider and shorter wings 
and tail. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature

Leucistic Red Kite. On rare occasions, very pale individuals are seen.
© Luis Díez and Francisco Ruiz
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INTRODUCTION

All of a bird’s feathers make up its plumage, and keeping 
it in good condition is critical for its performance. The 
plumage of a bird functions as its protection against the 

environment and sunlight, and serves as a thermoregulating layer. 
Plumage is essential for flight, and it is responsible for a bird’s 
appearance and colour, except for unfeathered areas. There may 
be tactile functions in certain types of feathers. Sometimes it has 
special functions, such as buoyancy in waterfowl, production of 
certain sounds by feathers or wings as in the Little Bustard, sound 
reduction in flight or hearing aids as in nocturnal raptors, me-
chanical support as in the tail of woodpeckers, for transporting 
water as in sandpipers and sandgrouses, etc. In addition, plumage 
hosts many commensal species, ectoparasites and microorganisms 
(Jenni and Winkler 2020).

Bird moult maintains plumage in good condition by being re-
newed periodically, and this process of replacing old feathers with 
new ones may involve a change in the bird’s appearance, a change 
in colouration, or gloss and length of the feathers such as length 
of tail and wings. This is very evident in Red Kite and a feature 
for age identification, with tails of young birds being less forked 
than on adults. It should be noted that for birds moult is a major 
biological process that is often given less attention than other pro-
cesses of their lifecycle such as reproduction or migration (Jenni 
and Winkler 2020)

Age determination of individuals in the field is of great interest for 
several reasons. For example, it allows a better understanding of 
population structure: an observation of an adult Red Kite in May 
may be an indication of a breeding bird at that location, whereas 
on the other hand an observation of a second calendar year Red 
Kite could not be considered a breeding individual. In addition, 
being able to age birds by their moult pattern and plumage is of 
interest to birdwatchers and naturalists.

Several works that summarise the main differences in the plumages 
of the Red Kite have been published (Blas-Zumeta and Heinze 
2012; Baker 2016; Demongin 2016). In publications focussed on 
raptors, moult is explained succinctly and illustrated with photo-
graphs (Forsman 2016).

However, these works do not include detail on the plumage chan-
ges in the species, and lack basic information on the understanding 
of the development of moult in Red Kite and how moult should 
be used for age determination. There is only one specific publi-
cation on Red Kite moult which is a thorough study carried out 

in Germany and based on the systematic collection of dropped 
feathers from perches throughout the year (Brune 2001). This 
work describes in detail how moult develops and provides much 
information on its phenology. It is possibly the most comprehen-
sive work published on Red Kite moult but, unfortunately, it is 
only available in German.

For the first time, an accurate data set collected from live birds 
over several years is available, and we can now answer this ba-
sic question: How and when do Red Kites moult? Moult studies 
from field observations can lead to errors or incorrect information. 
Moult is better explained by studying the information recorded 
on moult cards. More general reviews of moult show photographs 
illustrating what they are designed to show but they do not show 
the frequency with which feathers are replaced, for instance, which 
is essential for a precise knowledge of the moult and essential for 
age determination from plumage of individuals at different times 
of the year.

Recording the moult of a Red Kite in winter.
© Hugo Sánchez
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Age determination of a bird in the field from plumage on a given 
date requires detailed knowledge of moult patterns (which, how 
and when feathers are replaced throughout the year in each age 
class) and extensive field experience.

In this chapter we describe the moult of Red Kite and how it 
develops throughout the year, and more importantly, how to use 
this information in age determination in the field. The information 
presented is supported by a review of general publications on bird 
ageing and sexing (Blasco-Zumeta and Heinze 2012; Baker 2016; 
Demongin 2016; Forsman 2016), but is mainly based on informa-
tion gathered and experience accumulated through capture and 
release for ringing and tagging of about a thousand Red Kites in 
Spain. Most of these birds were captured in winter (De la Puente 
et al. 2009), some were captured in their breeding territories in 
spring (De la Puente and Cardiel 2009) and only a few were cap-
tured in summer. We therefore hold sufficient information on the 
state of plumage during the months of May and June and from Oc-
tober to March. By completing moult cards for many individuals, 
we are able to understand how feathers are replaced throughout 
the year. To complement the information during the months with 
fewer moult cards we have used field photographs of birds in flight 
and the article by Brune (2001) from Germany. Using these sour-
ces we are able to present a relatively complete picture of the moult 
process of Red Kites in the different age classes and its application 
to ageing birds. We follow the moult terminology recommended 
by Zuberogoitia et al. (2018).

Here we present the first results of the moult of the Red Kite 
throughout the annual cycle and its use for age determination of 
birds in the field. This basic information can be used in the field 
by studying birds in the hand or by looking at high quality pho-
tographs of birds. Nowadays there are many good photographers 
who share images of birds on the Internet.

PRINCIPLES OF PLUMAGE 
DEVELOPMENT

Some previous knowledge on plumage development, moult phe-
nology, and terminology of the different bird ages in calendar years 
or the different feather generations.

Feather generation

According to when and how they grow, there are two types of 
feathers:

•  In the nest, natal down and juvenile feathers emerge. While 
in the nest, the growth of feathers is very quick and the deve-
lopment occurs during the two months that the chicks are in 
the nest, from hatching in April until starting to fly in June. 
Some of the natal down develops in the embryo inside the 
egg so when chicks hatch they are covered with down. Later 
natal down is replaced by juvenile feathers. The primaries of 
Red Kite chicks emerge approximately 15 days after hatching 
and finish growing approximately 55 days after hatching at 
the time of the first flight, when they are fledglings, covering 
a period of about 40 days. The remiges develop very rapidly 

Red Kite chicks after having been fitted with GPS-GSM trans-
mitters at about 30-35 days old. Remains of the natal down 
can be seen on the head and most of the body is covered with 
juvenile plumage generated during the first pre-basic moult or 
pre-juvenile moult. © José Francisco Pedreño
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all at the same time. At this stage, the young fledgling hops 
on the branches of the tree for a few days, not yet daring to 
fly, and by beating their wings they muscle up prior to their 
first flights. Juvenile feather growth occurs at the same time 
in all feather sheaths, aligning with their organs and tissues in 
taking place in less than two months. This rapid growth comes 
with a price as the juvenile feathers developed in the nest are 
of much poorer quality than those of the adult: they wear and 
fade faster than feathers generated in subsequent moults.

•  Adult feathers are those generated in a moulting cycle or after 
an accidental loss, emerging progressively during the moulting 
process and replacing juvenile feathers or adult feathers from 
previous moults. Adult feathers are generated slowly and gra-
dually during the annual moult process. The replacement of 
a Red Kite’s flight feathers spans approximately six to seven 
months (approximately 23-24 weeks). The moulting process 
commences in approximately April and finishes approxima-
tely in September-October. The growth rate of the primary 
feathers is about 5mm per day, which would take about 50-65 
days for a feather to grow completely, similarly to other raptors 
such as Black Kite (Milvus migrans) and Common Buzzard 
(Buteo buteo); (Ontiveros 1995).

Contour feathers or tectrices of a young Red Kite in au-
tumn-winter (December Huesca, left). Arrow pointing at a 
feather moulted in autumn-winter during a partial winter 
moult. This feather has well delimited colours, sharper edges 
and a broad dark central streak. It is surrounded by juvenile 
feathers generated in the nest in the first prebasic moult or 
prejuvenile moult a few months earlier and which are totally 
different, much paler and with narrow dark brown shaft-streak. 
Centre, typical juvenile underparts plumage showing a lot of 
wear (March, Huesca) and arrow pointing to a single feather 
that moulted in winter. Right, a specimen with the adult-ty-
pe plumage generated in a prebasic moult the previous year 
(March, Huesca, right). © Javier de la Puente
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Moult phenology

In April-May, during their first weeks of life, Red Kites replace 
the natal down with their juvenile or immature plumage, this is 
known as prejuvenile prebasic moult. After they leave the nest 
they will moult once a year throughout their lifetime. This is a 
consistent process both in extent and phenology. Knowing when 
and how the moult process takes place is vital for age determina-
tion of Red Kites.

Young Red Kites usually leave the nest in June, and do not moult 
in July. In their first autumn-winter they undergo a partial moult 
that only affects a small part of body feathers, never flight feathers 
(remiges and rectrices). The onset of his moult varies between the 
beginning of August and the end of the year.

The following year, in spring (April-May), all birds undergo a 
complete moult or second pre-basic moult that begins with dro-
pping of the innermost primary (primary 1 if numbered descen-
dingly; Ginn and Melville 1983) and is completed by the end 
of summer or early autumn (September to October) when the 
outermost primaries, secondaries 4 to 8 and rectrices 5 have been 
replaced. Birds time the onset of this moult mainly on their body 
condition, breeding status, sex and age. It will take place through 
the summer-autumn and by the end, birds will have replaced most 
of the contour feathers (or tectrices), including remiges (10 prima-
ries and 13 secondaries on each wing; figure 1) and rectrices (12 
tail feathers). However, some birds retained one or two external 
primaries. In spring, second-year kites start moulting earlier than 

adults. The onset of moult in the majority of birds in Germany is 
between early April and late May with the loss of the first primary, 
and the tail begins to moult in June (Brune 2001). This study 
described the phenology of moult in great detail, indicating that 
the innermost primary usually moults in the second half of April 
and the tail moult begins by replacing rectrices 1 and 6 and ends 
by replacing rectrices 2 and 5 in September. This tallies with our 
experience over ten years of handling wintering birds in Huesca, 
in October-November, where no bird with active tail moult was 
found, despite some primaries being recorded still growing at the 
beginning of winter . 

Dorsal and ventral view of the secondary remiges of two 
different second calendar year Red Kite (November, Huesca) 
in their second winter after finishing their second prebasic 
moult (first moult affecting large flight feathers). Secondaries 
of two generations are visible: some are broad, rounded, 
darker and brighter than others and were generated in the 
second prebasic moult during the previous spring-summer 
(red arrows). In contrast, the other feathers have a more 
pointed edge, the colour is duller and show more wear because 
these feathers grew when the birds were still in the nest during 
the first prebasic moult or prejuvenile moult. This contrast in 
feathers from the previous year, some generated in the nest 
and some a summer later, allows us to age these specimens as 
second calendar year birds. From January the next calendar 
year they will be in their third calendar year. 
© Javier de la Puente
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Calendar year terminology

Hereon, we will refer to the age of birds as calendar years. A Red 
Kited hatched in a given year is referred to as a first calendar year 
bird, and on the 1st of January of the next year that same bird 
will be referred to as a bird in its 2nd calendar year, and so on 
(Pinilla 2000).

Feather generations

A feather generation is considered to be a set of feathers that ori-
ginated during the same moult. The juvenile generation is the set 
of feathers that emerged in the nest in the first prebasic moult; all 
subsequent generations of feathers originate during annual moult 
processes or prebasic moults. A Red Kite can show one to three 
generations of wing feathers depending on its age and time of year. 
Distinguishing between these feather generations and when they 
emerged is the key for correctly age determination of Red Kites, 
both in hand and in the field under good light conditions.

Figure 1. Numbering of the 10 primaries and 13 secondaries 
of the right wing, 6 rectrices of half the tail and main feather 
groups in a Red Kite (adult, January, Ávila). 
© Tatavasco
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SEQUENCE OF MOULT

Red Kites moult more or less throughout the whole year, as even 
in the months when they are not undergoing a complete moult 
there are small partial moults occurring in the contour feathers, 
i.e. the small feathers that cover the body (table 1).

First prebasic moult or prejuvenile moult 
(replacement of natal down with juvenile plumage)

This is the first moult that occurs when the chicks are in the nest. 
This moult is essentially completed by the time of their first fli-
ghts. In this moult the natal down of the nestling is replaced by 
the juvenile plumage. Usually the fledglings leave the nest in June, 
in their juvenile plumage, and for two months, July and August, 
young Red Kites do not moult.

Partial moult in second half of the year (August-
March)

Seemingly all birds of all ages undergo this type of moult and 
its extent varies among individuals for reasons that are not well 
understood. In second calendar year birds or older, partial moult 
occurs after the prebasic moult, which takes place in summer. 
The partial moult cannot be used as an ageing criterion since the 
new feathers are very similar to those replaced and it is difficult 
to differentiate them in the field.

However, partial moult in first calendar birds is noticeable and 
consists mainly of the replacement of head feathers between late 
summer and late winter. Partial moult in the rest of the juvenile 
body varies but is never extended. Only a few birds will have moul-
ted a small part of the upper body, lower body, uppertail coverts 
or scapulars at the end of winter (March) (figure 2). Upon arrival 
in wintering areas, in October, the extent of the partial moult is 
very variable: some birds have not moulted at all and others have 
already entirely moulted their heads. It is possible that the young 
birds which fledge in better physical condition are those which 
undergo earlier partial moult. In all cases, by the end of the first 
winter of their lives, most juvenile kites have already moulted all 
head feathers (crown).

Table 1. Sequence of moult cycles throughout a Red Kite life.

Type of moult Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May. Jun. Jul.  Aug. Sep. Oct. Nov. Dec.

First prebasic moult or prejuvenile moult  
(replacement of down by juvenile plumage)             

Partial moult (small body feathers)                

Second calendar year 

Second prebasic moult or first complete
(large flight feathers, wing and tail)                

Partial moult (small body feathers or contour feathers)                 

Third and subsequent calendar years

Prebasic moult or complete moult
(large flight feathers, wing and tail)            

Partial moult (small body feathers or contour feathers)                 



34 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

Prebasic or complete moult in spring-summer

Red Kites moult throughout their annual cycle and throughout 
their lifetime following a set pattern in extension and phenology. 
Each year they undergo a complete moult of all their plumage. 
In the prebasic or complete moult they replace both sets of lar-
ge flight feathers (wings and tail) and contour feathers, between 
approximately April and October. Breeding adults tending to chic-
ks in nests often show symmetrical moult gaps on both wings. 
Thus, when the chicks reach medium growth, most of the parents 
show freshly moulted two innermost primaries and another pair 
of primaries are still growing.

Prebasic or complete moult begins during the breeding season 
by replacing the innermost primary (P1) and then proceeds 
towards the tip of the wing (P10). Approximately when the 
moult of the primaries (remiges) is halfway advanced, the moult 
of the secondary remiges and tail rectrices begins. The secon-
daries have four moult foci (S1, S5, S10 and S13). The first 
secondaries to be dropped are S5 and S13, followed by S1 and 
S10. They are followed, in order, by S12, S6, S2, progressing to 
S4 and S8, which usually moult last. More than one moult foci 
may be active simultaneously (Figures 3 and 4). Tail moult starts 

Red Kite chick about 15-20 days old at the beginning of the 
first prebasic moult (May 30, Madrid). The juvenile plumage is 
growing along the back and wings, with flight feathers develo-
ping. The underparts and head moult later in the nest. 
© Javier de la Puente

Figure 2. Extent of partial autumn-winter moult in young Red 
Kites (n = 38), from wintering central European birds examined 
in Huesca in March at the end of winter. The percentages of 
moulted and unmoulted plumage in the different body parts 
are shown. Wings and tail feathers (remiges and rectrices) were 
never moulted in winter in this sample of birds.
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by dropping and replacing rectrices 1 (central pair) followed by 
rectrices 6, then rectrices 3 and 4 and finally rectrices 2 and 5 
(Figure 4). The central tail feathers, rectrices 1, usually moult 
in June and rectrices 5, which are the last large tail feathers to 
moult, in September (Brune 2001; own data). It appears that in 
Spain, moult phenology is somewhat earlier due to the sedentary 
nature of most breeding kites. This is supported by anecdotal 
data, as for example, a Red Kite captured in Segovia at the end 
of August was found with a fresh tail and only R5 still growing 
(author’s own data). There is insufficient information about the 
moult process of birds in Spain during the summer months. 
Some second calendar or older Central European birds moult 
P9 and P10 with the tail having already been replaced when 
they reach the wintering grounds in Spain, in October (author’s 
own data).

Second calendar year Red Kite is finishing the second prebasic 
moult or complete spring-summer moult (August 22, Avila). 
Wings: the moult of the primary remiges is quite advanced (P1 
to P6 already fully grown, P7 in advanced growth, P8 missing 
and P9 and P10 still juvenile and developed in the nest the pre-
vious year). In the secondaries, it can be observed that S1 and 
S5-S8 are moulted, there is not a good view of the innermost 
secondaries. Tail: there are three pairs of rectrices with tips 
in very good condition that are the result of the current moult 
(R1, R3 and R6), one pair is growing (R4) and two pairs are 
missing (R2 and R5). © Tatavasco

Adult Red Kite in full prebasic moult or complete spring-sum-
mer moult (July 19, Ávila). Wings: the moult of the primary 
remiges is approximately in the middle of its development (P1-
P3 already fully developed, P4-P5 in growth, P6 dropped and 
P7 to P10 still unmoulted and from the previous year), in the 
secondary remiges three generations are observed: two from the 
two prebasic moults of previous years and one from the current 
year. Tail: also in full moult and the absence of the pairs R1 and 
R6 is observed, but the rest has some asymmetry. In the right 
half R5 is missing; and in the left half R3 is missing. R1 are 
already starting to grow and were the first to moult followed by 
R6, then left R3 and in an atypical way right R5. © Tatavasco
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It is not uncommon that some Red Kites retain some feathers, me-
aning that some feathers are left unmoulted. This is either because 
the feather was skipped when it should have been moulted or 
because the bird did not have time to complete the moult sequen-
ce before migration, and the feathers that normally moult in last 
order are retained, these being secondaries S4, S8 and adjacent 
feathers (Figure 3). This is obvious in second calendar year birds, 
as they retain a good proportion of the secondaries, and 40% of 
them retain P10. It has been found that in prebasic moult second 
calendar year birds retain more secondaries than third calendar 
years and older birds, and the onset of moult is a little earlier in 
the former. The extension of moult in primaries and tail feathers 
is very similar in the mentioned age classes.

From the third calendar year a greater number of secondaries are 
replaced in each moult cycle, and the moult is more extended 
(Figures 5 and 6). About 30% of third calendar year birds retain 
the tenth primary P10 and 12% retain some secondary feathers 
(Figure 6).

Figure 3. Moult centres or “moult foci” in the wing and 
direction of the progress of moult (second calendar year bird 
in December). © Javier de la Puente

Figure 4. Numbering (in white) and order of moult (in black). 
© Javier de la Puente
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APPLICATION OF MOULT 
IN AGEING

This background knowledge provides an understanding of the 
moult process throughout the year and the lifetime of the kites, and 
of the difference between feathers generated in the nest and feathers 
generated in subsequent moults. This knowledge and the time of 
year and location allows us to confidently assess the age of birds 
in the hand or in the field, through good close up photographs.

First plumage

This is the plumage of the Red Kite from fledgling to the beginning 
of the second prebasic moult. From leaving the nest in May-June 
until April of its second calendar year there is no moult of flight 
feathers (remiges and rectrices). The plumage of body and wings 

show an homogenous colour. In the wing, all the feathers are of 
the same generation and there is no active growth. Differences 
can only be seen at the end of the year in some of the head and 
body feathers (Figure 2), only noticeable at very close range or 
in the hand.

It is essential to know the patterns and colours of juvenile fea-
thers to assess age correctly. In the juvenile plumage the feathers 
on the underparts (breast and abdomen) are pale and with na-
rrow black shaft-streaks. In addition, in autumn the tail feathers 
show abrasion on the edges and the fork of the juvenile tail is 
always much less pronounced than that of the adult, due to 
the different length of the rectrices with respect to those of an 
adult. The tail is more barred and usually has a dark subterminal 
tail band. The secondaries have pointed tips (as opposed to 
rounded) with secondary coverts being fringed cream. Greater 
coverts, primary coverts and alula are tipped pale, wearing over 
the months but still noticeable in autumn.

Figure 5. Extent of the second prebasic moult (first complete 
moult) in Red Kites in their second calendar year (extending 
from April to October, n = 14). In adult birds it is similar, but 
more extensive and with more secondaries moulted (see figure 6). 
The frequency with which individual flight feathers are moulted 
is shown. Most birds moult all primaries and tails, and usually 
only part of the secondaries.

Figure 6. Extent of the second prebasic or complete moult in 
adult Red Kites (from the third calendar year onwards, n=17). 
The frequency with which individual flight feathers are moulted 
is shown. Most birds moult all primaries and tails, and usually 
most secondaries.
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Dorsal (above) and ventral (below) views of the wing of a 
Red Kite in juvenile plumage shortly after fledging (26 July, 
Madrid). Showing all juvenile primaries and secondaries of 
the same generation that grew during the first prebasic or 
prejuvenile moult in the nest. All secondaries have the typical 
pointed tip of juveniles as opposed to the rounded tip of 
moulted feathers. In addition, there is no wear, the plumage is 
pristine and the edges are pale, especially the primary coverts, 
greater coverts, carpal coverts and alula.
© Javier de la Puente
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Dorsal (above) and ventral (below) views of the wing of a 
Red Kite in juvenile plumage at the end of the first winter 
(7 March, Huesca). Showing all juvenile primaries and 
secondaries of the same generation that grew during the first 
prebasic or prejuvenile moult in the nest. All secondaries 
show the typical pointed tip of juveniles, as opposed to the 

rounded tip of moulted feathers. In addition, there is wear, 
especially on the outermost primaries and greater, median 
and lesser coverts. Despite the wear the pale tips are visible, 
especially on the inner primary coverts and outer greater 
coverts. © Javier de la Puente
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Dorsal view of the tail of a Red Kite in juvenile 
plumage (above 26 July, Madrid; below 7 
March, Huesca). Showing all rectrices that 
grew during a first prebasic or prejuvenile 
moult when the bird was a nestling and all 
are of the same generation. Above, showing 
the tail of a month old bird with very fresh 
plumage and without wear. Below, showing 
the tail of another young bird seven months 
later, with the same juvenile plumage but 
more worn and discoloured by sunlight 
and abrasion. In both there is a complete 
and obvious subterminal band and the 
tails are not deeply forked. The tail above 
seems shorter due to the perspective of the 
photograph, which is less zenithal. 
© Javier de la Puente
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Detail of the head of young Red Kites during their first year 
of life. The first one is a nestling, with grey-brown iris (May, 
Salamanca). The second is a juvenile at the beginning of the 
summer (July, Madrid) with fresh plumage and lighter iris. 
The third is a juvenile at the beginning of winter (November, 
Huesca) with the back of the head already moulted and 
showing heavy wear of the juvenile plumage on the forehead 
which has not yet been moulted.

The iris gets lighter. The fourth is a juvenile at the end of the 
winter (March, Huesca) with the crown already moulted and 
remains of the juvenile plumage on the forehead being very 
worn and faded. This sequence of images shows the wear 
and fading of the head plumage over several months and the 
progression of moult. Also noticeable is the brightening of the 
iris. © Javier de la Puente
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Detail of the head of six juveniles captured for ringing on the same date at the beginning 
of the wintering season (end of October, Huesca). Note the differences in plumage and 
colour between individuals, due partly to the stage of the partial moult process. In the 
first bird all the plumage on the head is juvenile, and moult has not begun. In the second, 
third and fourth birds there is contrast between the feathers of the nape (already moulted) 
and the forehead (unmoulted). In the final two birds the head has moulted completely. 
© Javier de la Puente
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Young Red Kite shortly after fledging 
(first calendar year, August, Mallorca). 
The plumage is very fresh. The moult 
of the head has not yet begun.
© Pere Garcias

First calendar year Red Kite from 
below (October, Huesca). The tail is 
not very deeply forked, tail feathers 
have abraded edges, and all flight 
feathers are of the same generation 
( juvenile, resulting from a prebasic 
or prejuvenile moult). A single adult 
type feather can be seen on the breast. 
© Isabel Rodríguez
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Dorsal view of a Red Kite in its second calendar year during 
the end of its first winter (March, Huesca). The tail has an 
unpronounced fork, the dark subterminal band is relatively well 
defined and the feather edges are worn. The edges of greater 
coverts, primary coverts and alula have a pale terminal edge 
and all wing flight feathers are of the same juvenile generation, 
originating from the first prebasic or prejuvenile moult. The head 
feathers have already been moulted in the partial moult at the end 
of winter and are lighter in colour than before. 
© Isabel Rodríguez 

Second plumage

In April, Red Kites commence their second prebasic moult, which 
involves the replacement of flight feathers for the first time since 
the birds fledged. New adult-type feathers grow in a set sequence 
until October, resulting in what is known as second plumage. This 
second plumage is in a mix of juvenile and newly moulted flight 
feathers. The difference in colour, shape and wear of these two 
different feather generations enables ageing of birds as second 
calendar (2A) until December 31 or as third calendar year (3A) in 
the case of any juvenile feathers retained before the third prebasic 
moult in summer.
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Dorsal (top) and ventral (bottom) views of the wing of a Red Kite 
finishing its second prebasic moult at the end of the summer and 
with its second plumage virtually complete (29 August 2009, 
Segovia). P1 to P7 can be seen moulted and fully grown, P8 is 
just finishing its growth, P9 is less than half grown and P10 is 
absent. S1, S2, S5, S11 and S13 are new and recently moulted, 
S3 and S6 are not visible and are initiating their growth (gaps 
highlighted with black arrows), S10 and S12 are not visible.
 

S10 and S12 are observed growing (highlighted with red 
arrows), and S4, S7, S8 and S9 are juvenile feathers from 
the previous year and grew in the nest in the spring of 2008 
in the first prebasic moult. The presence of two generations 
of secondaries, one juvenile and the other from the second 
prebasic moult, enables ageing of this bird as a second calendar 
year in August (2A).
© Javier de la Puente
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Detail of the tail of the same bird as in the previous photographs 
at the end of summer (29 August, Segovia). All the tail plumage 
is moulted between the preceding months of June and August. 
Only both R5 are clearly visible as they finish growing. The 
plumage is intensely coloured, the edges are very fresh and the 
tips are quite rounded. The subterminal band typical of young 
birds is no longer present. © Javier de la Puente

Detail of the tail of the same individual as on the following page 
in autumn-winter (8 March, Binaced). All the plumage of the 
tail is moulted in the previous spring-summer. The plumage is 
brightly coloured, the edges already show some wear and the 
feathers are quite rounded.
© Javier de la Puente

Dorsal view of a bird in its second plumage in autumn-winter 
(9 November, Ávila). All the feathers of the body can be seen to 
be already moulted. The tail is already fully moulted and with 
the adult pattern, being very light and without a subterminal 
band. All primaries and secondaries 1, 2, 6, 11, 12 and 13 are 
moulted in the second prebasic moult in their second calendar 
year, showing a wide, rounded and dark terminal edge. The 
remainder of the secondaries are clearly juvenile, with the 
typical non-rounded pattern and much duller tones, with 
greater wear and originating from the first prebasic moult when 
in the nest while still a chick. A bird with these characteristics 
would be a second calendar year in the last quarter of the year 
and by January of the following year would be a third calendar 
year, showing similar plumage until it starts its next prebasic 
moult in April. © Tatavasco
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Dorsal (top) and ventral (bottom) views of the wing of a Red 
Kite with its second plumage in autumn-winter (8 March 2008, 
Binaced). All primaries and secondaries 1, 2, 5, 10, 11, 12 and 
13 are moulted, the rest of the secondaries are juvenile and grew 
in the nest in spring 2006 during the first prebasic moult. All 
the primaries and the seven moulted secondaries are from the 
second prebasic moult in spring-summer 2007. The presence 
of two generations of secondaries, one juvenile and the other 
from the second prebasic moult, enables us to age this bird as 
a third calendar year in March (3A).
© Javier de la Puente
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Ventral view of a Red Kite at the beginning of the second 
prebasic moult towards its second plumage in spring (April, 
Avila). The moult of primaries has just started and the lack of 
primaries 1 and 2 can be seen. The rest of the flight and tail 
feathers are all from the first prebasic moult, in the nest when 
it was still a chick. On the flank there are some feathers already 
moulted of a darker ochraceous tone and with the typical dark 
wide band along the rachis. The whole head has been moulted 
in autumn-winter and the rest of the plumage is juvenile from 
the pre-basic moult in the nest. © Tatavasco

Full adult plumage

At the start of spring of the third calendar year, and in subse-
quent years, Red Kites undergo complete annual moults (prebasic 
moults). The majority of birds no longer retain feathers from the 
previous year. As there are no retained feathers for comparison, 
it is no longer possible to assign an age with precision; it can only 
be determined that a bird is more than three years old (3A+) in 
the second half of the year or more than four years old (4A+) as 
of January 1.
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Dorsal view of the wing of an adult in autumn-winter (8 
March, Huesca). This is a bird at the end of winter in March 
2009. All the primaries and secondaries moulted in prebasic 
moults are present, with no juvenile feathers from the first 
prebasic moult in the nest. In addition, two generations of 
feathers from two different complete or annual prebasic 
moults are observed in the secondaries. All primary and most 
of the secondary remiges are from the prebasic moult process 
in the preceding months of 2008. However, secondaries 3, 
6 and 10 are more discoloured, with a duller tone and are 

somewhat more worn as they are older and originate from 
the previous prebasic moult in 2007. The presence of two 
generations of secondaries from two prebasic moults enables 
ageing of this bird as having been born before 2007 (bird more 
than four years old, 4A+). This same bird in autumn 2008 
would be more than three years old (3A+). But on 1 January 
it changes calendar year and therefore age to a bird over four 
years old (4A+). In the ventral view of the same specimen it is 
easier to appreciate the differences in the secondary remiges. 
© Javier de la Puente
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The birds show only adult-type feathers, of one or two generations 
depending on the individual. In winter it is important to inspect 
the secondaries in case there are any retained from the previous 
year. The tail is usually moulted completely except in a few cases 
when a feather may be retained. It is important to bear in mind the 
moulting sequence described here when handling birds during 
the moulting period (April-October) so as to compare the new 
feathers with those that have not yet moulted.

Detail of the tail of an adult in autumn-winter. All the plumage 
of the tail is moulted in the previous spring-summer. The 
plumage is intensely coloured, the edges are well preserved and 
the feathers are quite rounded (8 March, Huesca). 
© Javier de la Puente

Below. Adult with full adult plumage (over three years old 3A+) 
with the prebasic moult just completed in autumn (October, 
Mallorca). The plumage is very new, the colouration is clearly 
darker than in the young birds, the head is quite light and the tail 
shows the typical pattern of a tail already moulted as an adult 
without dark bands, and with new, very rounded tips. 
© Pere Garcias
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Dorsal view of an adult bird in full adult plumage in autumn-
winter (9 November, Ávila). All the feathers of the body are 
already moulted. The tail is moulted entirely in the previous 
spring-summer prebasic moult, already with an adult pattern, 
very light and without the dark band at the end. All primaries 
and secondaries 2, 3, 5, 6, 10, 11, 12 and 13 are moulted in the 
same moult as the tail, with a broad, rounded, dark terminal 
edge. The rest of the secondaries are from the prebasic moult of 
the previous year, also with the typical rounded pattern, but with 
duller tones and more wear. A bird with these characteristics 
is over three years old (3A+) until the end of December, and in 
January of the following year it would be a bird over four years 
old (4A+). © Tatavasco
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Breeding

The breeding period of a Red Kite is more than one third of its 
annual cycle, from mid February through to mid July. In this chap-
ter we present information from a thorough bibliographical review 
and results from a Red Kite breeding monitoring study carried out 
during 2018-2020 in Castilla y León (Campo de Vitigudino, Sala-
manca), an area with the highest density of breeding pairs in Spain.

The red kite is typically a monogamous species that generally nests 
in remote places. It inhabits heterogeneous landscapes, with a high 
diversity of habitats and forested areas, with large trees mixed with 
open environments, often linked to livestock farms. In the Iberian 
Peninsula it breeds in agroforestry lands (dehesas), river thickets, 
woodland edges and open areas with scattered forest patches, at 
any altitude. It builds nests in the main fork or large branches of 
trees out of accumulations of twigs and sticks.

The first breeding attempt usually occurs between three and six 
years of age. The breeding season begins in February-March with 
the pair’s aerial displays. Two to three eggs are laid from the be-
ginning of March to April. The clutch size is usually two or three 
eggs and they may lay replacement clutches after an early egg loss, 
later clutches are in May. Eggs are laid every two to three days and 
incubation usually begins after the second egg is laid. Incubation, 
by the female, is about 30 days. Hatching is asynchronous, so 
larger chicks eat most of the food, particularly when this is scarce. 
Females are largely in charge of chick rearing, this period lasts 
about 55 days. After fledging, the young continue to be fed by 
their parents for three to four weeks, after which they begin their 
juvenile dispersal.

Breeding was successful in 78% of the cases found while monito-
ring the breeding population of Red Kites in Castilla y León, with 
a majority of double broods. The average breeding success was 
1.61 chicks/pair and the fledgling survival rate was 1.91 chicks/
pair, although there is a great spatio-temporal variability. Breeding 
success was highest in territories rich in trophic resources. On 
the other hand, 64% of breeding failures were at eggs stage and 
36% at chick stage.
 
These are intermediate values for Spain. However, breeding 
parameters are better in the central areas of the Red Kite’s range 
(central Europe) and worse in the marginal areas (Mediterra-
nean area).

Feeding

The red kite is a generalist and opportunistic raptor, its diet is a 
variable combination of live prey and carrion. It glides over large 
areas, prospecting a wide variety of habitats and taking advantage 
of multiple food sources, so it has a very diversified diet. The 
staple food items in Spain are European rabbit and ocellated 
lizard. However, Red Kite´s diet is so varied that prey items vary 
according to place and time of year, depending on its availability.

Their diet has been studied by quantifying prey items in pellets, 
among uneaten remains, from stomach contents or from footage 
from nests. The food in their diet is from two main origins: live 
prey and carrion. Live prey are taxonomically classified into inver-
tebrates, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals, although 
it is not possible to ascertain that all were captured live. Carrion 
includes remains of domestic ungulates, other livestock, wild un-
gulates and domestic animals.

The European rabbit is their most important prey, both during 
breeding and winter; together with the hare, they account for more 
than half of the Red Kite´s catch. They also eat micromammals, 
mainly in winter. Some bird species, including pigeons, partri-
dges and waterfowl are also part of their diet. Carrion, mostly 
from domestic livestock, complements the diet of the Red Kite, 
especially in winter, proved by the fact that at least 40% of the 
roosts are located in the vicinity of landfills, dumps, farms, etc. 
Invertebrates are cited in most studies in winter. Reptiles are an 
important component of the diet during breeding, while fish and 
amphibians are anecdotal.

Spatial ecology

In the last decade, the spatial ecology of the Red Kite has been 
studied by fitted GPS-tracking devices. Herein, we review pu-
blications on Red Kite movements throughout their range and 
especially in Spain. In addition, we analyse a sample of 6 breeding 
birds and 12 chicks fitted with GPS-GSM transmitters in Castilla 
y León in recent years.

Until a few decades ago all Red Kite populations in central and 
northern Europe used to be considered migratory, with their 
wintering grounds in the Mediterranean area. However, an in-
creasing number of birds winter in some areas of central Europe. 
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In the Iberian Peninsula, most birds are sedentary, a quarter of 
birds move after breeding (mainly females), and a small part are 
short-distance migrants, with a set pattern of movements.

The home range of the Spanish breeding population is about 3-4 
km2 (Kernel 95%), mainly of non-irrigated field crops, forests, 
scrub and grassland. However, there is great variability and the 
home range size depends on breeding stage, quality of the territory, 
food availability and weather conditions.

Juvenile dispersal begins when chicks leave the nest until they 
reach breeding age at three or four years, then they settle in terri-
tories near their birth place. Juveniles perform wandering move-
ments throughout the Iberian Peninsula, some reach the south of 
France.There seems to be a preference for dispersal towards areas 
south of the nests. Dispersal movements become shorter with each 
passing year of the juvenile life until they settle down to breed.

Spain is the main wintering area for European Red Kites, mainly 
from Germany, France and Switzerland, countries which hold the 
largest populations in Europe. During autumn migration most 
birds fly directly during 20-30 days, with short stopovers. They 
arrive in Spain across the Pyrenees between October and Novem-
ber, mainly across the western passes. Most travel in groups of 
less than 10 birds and during the warmest hours of the day. After 
crossing the Pyrenees, they follow three routes: south through 
the Ebro valley to the Iberian Chain; along the Cantabrian coast 
towards the northern plateau; and through Navarra, Álava and 
northern Burgos to the Duero valley, Extremadura and Andalusia, 
avoiding the large mountain ranges. The red kite is a very scarce 
migrant through the Strait of Gibraltar, although its passage is 
regular and every year a few dozen cross to Africa, usually with 
black kites.

Wintering Red Kites stay four or five months in Spain (Novem-
ber-March). Most of them have a single wintering area and gather 
in communal roosts. During this period their movements are usua-
lly associated with habitats of high food availability and roosts on 
daily movements. Between February and March they begin their 
spring migration which, lasting about two weeks, is shorter and 
faster than the autumn migration. Spring routes are very similar 
to autumn routes.
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Breeding is an essential part of the biological cycle of all 
living beings, which contributes to ensure their species´ 
continuity. As with all raptors, it is an energetically deman-

ding process to which Red Kites, established in territorial pairs, 
dedicate more than one third of the annual cycle, from mid-Fe-
bruary, when courtship and nest building begin, until mid-July, 
when the fledglings become independent.

This chapter provides an overview of the breeding biology of Red 
Kites through a combination of the analysis of available biblio-
graphical information,the presentation of data collected on the 
species in Castilla y León and the unpublished results of the study 
carried out between 2018 and 2020 in the region of Campo de 
Vitigudino (Salamanca), one of the areas with the highest density 
of breeding pairs in Spain.

It is worth mentioning that information on many aspects of Red 
Kite reproduction in our country is scarce, which adds interest to 
this chapter, not just because of the relevance of breeding as part 
of the bird´s biology, but also because we compile information 
with detail that had not been addressed synthetically before, and 
now will be accessible to the general public and will inform the 
management of its populations.

PAIR FORMING  
AND NEST BUILDING

The breeding pattern of the Red Kite is that of an essentially mo-
nogamous species, once paired they remain together. However, 
there is no lack of exceptions to this general pattern, as extra-pair 
copulations occur (Mougeot et al. 2011) and possible cases of 
trios, such as one described in Doñana, in which a male paired 
with two females for two consecutive seasons , copulated with 
both, participated in the arrangement of the two nests and also 
attended to one of them during chick rearing (Van Kleef and Bus-
tamante 1999).

Red Kites normally nest in isolated territories, with an average 
distance between nests of 450 m (Mougeot et al. 2011), although 
this figure varies. In Salamanca the average distance between nests 
is 1,996 m (Rico and Velasco 2020), and in two populations in 
Corsica the distances are 563 m and 1,900 m respectively (Cart 
et al. 2009). In addition, when food is abundant kites may form 
loose breeding aggregations, behaving as a semicolonial species. 

Thus, for example, on the island of Corsica, where it breeds at 
high density, it forms loose colonies of 2-5 pairs (Mougeot and 
Bretagnolle 2006). Similar nest aggregations occur in the United 
Kingdom where there is abundant and regular provision of food 
by supplementary feeding (Orros and Fellowes 2015).

The nests, built with dead twigs and branches, are generally lo-
cated on arboreal substrate and, exceptionally, on cliff ledges. 
They either build their own nest or use old nests from corvids or 
other medium-sized raptors. Nest dimensions are quite variable 
and depend on the number of times that the nest has been used. 
Newly built or little-used nests have a simple and apparently flimsy 
structure, sometimes no larger than a carrion crow’s nest. Howe-
ver, successive additions of material over the years can transform 
nests into platforms of considerable size. It is also normal to find 
objects considered decorative, such as plastics, rags, ropes or even, 
nowadays, surgical masks, whose function could be similar to that 
described for Black Kite (Milvus migrans), where it was thought 
to be as a signal that informs about the quality of the territory and 
dominance in social interactions (Sergio et al. 2011).

Female Red Kite with two chicks about 5 days old. The female 
remains in the nest during brooding and while caring for small 
chicks. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 
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AGE AT FIRST BREEDING  
AND BREEDING PHENOLOGY

The first breeding attempts usually occur between three and 
six years of age, although it is sometimes earlier at two years 
(very rarely one year) or may be delayed until seven years of 
age (Newton et al. 1989; Mionnet and Riols 2009; Mougeot 
et al. 2011). It is suggested that individual birds´ experience, 
climatology and intraspecific competition influence the age at 
first breeding (Evans et al. 1998). Red Kites often start breeding 
at two years of age in reintroduced populations due to the lack 
of competition for space by other pairs and the abundance of 
food (Knott et al. 2009).

From February and March onwards, courtship behaviour starts, 
with distinctive aerial displays of the pairs over their nesting 
areas, defending the nest and its surroundings from intruders 
(Table 2).Other bond-strengthening behaviours are frequent, 
and bringing nest material.

Detail of Red Kite nests with chicks, photographed at the time of 
reaching the nest for fitting GPS transmitters. Images show that 
plastic, paper or cloth remains are used as ornaments. A. Nest 
on holm oak (Quercus ilex) in Toledo. B. Nest in narrow-leaved 
ash (Fraxinus angustifolius) in Toledo. C. Nest in Monterey 
pine (Pinus radiata) in Guipúzcoa. D. Nest in oak (Quercus 
spp) in Alava. © José Francisco Pedreño
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Sergio et al. 2005) or 2.7 on the island of Menorca (n = 55; De 
Pablo and Pons 1999).

Replacement egg-laying occurs after early failure, as documented 
in the literature (Carter 2001). It has been suggested that late, 
mid-May clutches would correspond to replacement clutches 
(Morillo and Del Junco 1976). A few anecdotal records support 
this, like a pair in the region of Sepúlveda (Segovia) known to 
have lost a first clutch was found incubating at the beginning of 
May 2002 in another nest 960 m away from the original (Arroyo 
2010). Another case was documented in the north of the province 
of Madrid, where a female marked with a GPS transmitter laid 
a replacement clutch in a nest 1,500 m away from the previous 
one (J. de la Puente pers. comm.). However, there is not enough 
information available to evaluate the frequency of replacement 
clutches, which must be very rare and possibly only occur under 
certain circumstances.

Egg-laying is usually at the beginning of March and generally 
lasts until April, which shows a considerable temporal ampli-
tude, spreading from two months in the province of Salaman-
ca (Rico and Velasco 2020) to almost three months in Corsica 
(Mougeot and Bretagnolle 2006). Average laying dates, both in 
central Europe and in the British Isles, are concentrated in the 
first half of April (Global Raptor Information Network 2021), 
being earlier in Mediterranean environments: 18 March in Me-
norca (n = 53; De Pablo and Madrid, 1999), 23 March in Segovia 
(n = 10; Arroyo, 2010), 27 March in Corsica (n = 147; Mougeot 
and Bretagnolle 2006) and 30 March in Salamanca (n = 26; 
Velasco and Rico 2018).

EGG LAYING
Eggs are oval, whitish or creamy, with fine reddish-brown splatte-
red spots, non-glossy. Average weight is between 55 and 75 g and 
they measure 57x45 mm (Cramp et al. 1980).

Clutch size (number of eggs laid at each breeding event) is usually 
two or three, but can vary from one to five (Snow and Perrins 
1998; Mougeot et al. 2011). Average clutch size ranges from 1.9 
eggs at Monti Tolfa (Italy, n = 13; Arca 1989) to 3.2 at Mansfeld-H. 
(Germany, n = 10; Traue 1978). In Scotland a mean clutch size 
of 3.0 eggs is reported (n = 24; Carter 2001), in France 2.2 (n 
= 20; Thiollay 1967) and in Corsica 2.4 (n = 96; Mougeot and 
Bretagnolle 2006). In Spain, there is little information on clutch 
size, available for a few locations, such as 2.3 in Doñana (n = 208; 

Table 2. General phenology of the different breeding stages of Red Kites in Spain. There are great geographical and interannual 
variations in the timing of different events due to geographical, climatic or individual variables.

Month February March April May June July August

Fortnight 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2

Flight displays and nest building                            

Egg-laying                            

Incubation                             

Young rearing                               

First flights                            

Young independence                                
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INCUBATION AND CHICK 
REARING

Eggs are laid every two to three days and incubation usually begins 
with the second laid-egg (Mougeot et al. 2011). The female incu-
bates, mostly alone, for 31-32 days on average, with a record 38 
days incubation at a nest with three eggs (Snow and Perrins1998; 
Mougeot et al. 2011). Hatching is asynchronous, occurring every 
one or two days, so that when food availability is scarce, the older 
chick takes most of the food and this can lead to the death of the 
youngest chick (Viñuela and Bustamante 1992).

Females are in charge of protecting and rearing the chicks, fee-
ding them, with prey provided by the males. The nestling stage 
lasts about 55 days (Bustamante and Hiraldo 1993), although 

Reg Kite egg and two recently hatched chicks. Showing the 
characteristics creamy colours with splattering of brown-red. 
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 

it can last more than 60 days (Snow and Perrins 1998). After 
leaving the nest, the young continue to be fed by their parents 
for the next three to four weeks (Cramp and Simmons 1979; 
Brown and Grice 2004), after which they begin the juvenile 
dispersal stage.

The breeding phenology, from monitoring 164 clutches from 
2018 to 2020 in Campo de Vitigudino, Salamanca (Rico and Ve-
lasco 2020), shows the presence of small chicks from the second 
half of April and fledglings from mid-May. In the Duratón region 
in Segovia, the first flights take place at the end of May and the last 
in the first ten days of July, with the average date being 16 June (n 
= 10; Arroyo 2010). In other populations such as in Guipúzcoa 
they fly mostly during the second half of June (Olano et al. 2016), 
while in Álava the first flights usually take place in the middle of 
the same month (A. Rodríguez and J. de la Puente own data).
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Development of Red Kite nestlings in a nest with three nestlings. A. An unhatched egg and 
2-3 day old chicks, still with the natal down. They can barely lift their heads and the female 
covers them for protection most of the time. It is difficult to see the chicks. B. Between 9 and 
13 days old, totally covered by down and juvenile plumage not yet visible. C. Between 19 
and 23 days old, with juvenile plumage showing on the back, with feathers emerging from 
sheaths. D. Between 26 and 30 days, juvenile plumage covers the upper parts of the body, 
but the head still retains much of the white down. E. Between 33 and 37 days, the entire 
body is covered with juvenile plumage, they still show some down on the top of the head. 
F. Between 36 and 40 days,flight feathers are short and usually little down on the head. 
© Juan Martínez/Grefa
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Variation in breeding development: both photographs taken 
on May 11 in two different nests in Campo de Vitigudino 
(Salamanca), showing chicks of very different stages of 
development. © Tomás Velasco

BREEDING  
AND NESTING HABITAT

Red kites generally show a clear preference for heterogeneous 
landscapes, with a high diversity of habitats and with forested 
areas, where there are large trees alternating with more open en-
vironments, often linked to livestock farms. According to most 
authors, they usually breed in copses, isolated trees and forest 
edges, rarely in the interior of these wooded areas. A nest located 
on the periphery facilitates the entry and exit of birds, a better 
observation of the surroundings and could also indicate to other 
specimens the existence of a territory.

Open agroforestry of oaks (Quercus pyrenaica), also known as 
dehesa, and extensive livestock in Salamanca, a typical Red Kite 
nesting habitat. © Tomás Velasco

In the Iberian Peninsula they normally breed in agroforestry 
land or dehesas, riparian woodland, periphery of wooded masses 
and open areas with scattered forest patches, from sea level to 
altitudes above 1,400 m a.s.l., generally avoiding excessively wet 
or arid climatic zones (Seoane et al. 2003; Olano et al. 2016; 
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Ventosa and Rico 2017). In Navarra Red Kites are recorded 
breeding in areas with diverse environments and land uses, 
with flowing water, on the edge of forest stands or woodland 
patches (Campión 2004). In Doñana National Park, Red Kites 
select areas near marshland, where they find greater protection 
(Sergio et al. 2005); in the same study, the authors concluded 
that the area of grasslands was the most important variable in 
explaining the probability of nesting and, to a lesser extent, the 
area of rain-fed crops, with other factors such as topography or 
climate being of little importance.

In Wales, Red Kites prefer areas rich in broad-leaved trees, al-
though local small scale conifer plantations didn’t seem to affect 
them negatively (Newton et al. 1996). Other studies, however, 
indicate that breeding Red Kites avoid coniferous forests and 
other forest crops (Seoane et al. 2003; Hofner et al. 2011), but 
in the countryside of Guipúzcoa, where the species is clear-
ly increasing as a breeder in recent times (Fernández-García 
and Gracianteparaluceta 2018), Red Kites nest mainly in small 
patches of mature Monterey pine (Pinus radiata) plantations 
(Olano et al. 2016).

River thicket in a farmland landscape with abundance of 
rabbit in the northeast of Madrid. General view of the area 
(above) and nest detail (below), in a black poplar (Populus 
nigra). One of the birds of this breeding pair came from the 
captive breeding programme of the wildlife rescue centre “La 
Alfranca” in Aragón, was released as a juvenile in 2019 and 
was paired in 2021. © Javier de la Puente
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Red Kites build their nests in forks and main branches of various 
tree species, usually selecting the largest tree in the area (Cart 
et al. 2009; Núñez et al. 2016). In the Campo de Vitigudino in 
Salamanca (Rico and Velasco 2020), 67% of the 121 nests that 
were monitored between 2018 and 2020 were located in Pyre-
nean oaks (Quercus pyrenaica), the rest being distributed among 
narrow-leaved ash (Fraxinus angustifolia, 16%), poplars (Populus 
spp., 10%), holm oaks (Quercus ilex, 7%) and a single case on 
black pine (Pinus nigra). It should be noted, however, that holm 
oaks as a nesting substrate may have been underestimated in this 
area, as this is a perennial species and the cover and the density 
of the foliage reduces nest detectability.

In the district of Vitigudino, despite the fact that the dominant 
type of forest cover is dehesa or agroforestry, Red Kites have a 
preference for nesting in clumps of trees, almost half of the cases 
(45%). Followed by dehesas or agroforestry (24%) and river thic-
kets (20%). The remaining 11% of nests were found in isolated 
trees, which are also important as some authors have found (Vi-
ñuela 1997).

The Welsh countryside, an area of Red Kite high breeding 
density in the United Kingdom. © Roger Davies (“Rhiwlas, North 
Wales” by Roger Davies is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy of 
this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/)

Old birds of prey and stork nests are used as substrate on 
which to build nests by sparrows. Spanish sparrows (Passer 
hispaniolensis) often use Red Kite nests in the provinces of 
Salamanca and south Zamora to establish their breeding 
colonies. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature

The majority of Red Kite nests in Campo de Vitigudino 
(Salamanca) are on Pyrenean oak. 
© Miguel Rico



68 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

In the period 2014-2020, the majority of the 442 nests that were 
monitored throughout Castilla y León (Rico and Velasco 2020; 
Junta de Castilla y León own data) were located in oaks or holm 
oaks (Quercus spp.) and also in poplars (Populus spp.), with 31% 
and 30% respectively. Also important as nesting substrate are 
narrow-leaved ash trees (Fraxinus angustifolia), with 20%, and 
various species of pine (Pinus spp.), which account for 16%. The 
list includes at least 14 different tree species, including exotic 
species such as cedars (Cedrus spp.) and Arizona cypress (Cu-
pressus arizonica).

With regards to nest location within the tree, in the nests 
studied in Salamanca there were as many located in forks 
(50.4%) as located in lateral branches (49.6%). However, the-
se percentages vary depending on the tree species, probably 
due to its different structure and the strength of its branches 
(Figure 7).

In addition, there are differences in the distance from the 
ground depending on the tree species. Nests located on po-
plars are at an average of 10.8 m and those located on ashes 
at 9.4 m, both above the average height, which is 9.0 m. Nests 
located on oaks are somewhat lower, at an average of 8.8 m, 
and those on holm oaks, at 7.4 m. The only nest located on a 
conifer was 11 m high.

Example of a nest in an isolated clump of oaks at the beginning 
of the breeding season in March. © Miguel Rico
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The list of tree species used as substrate in other parts of Europe 
varies considerably and is probably related to their availability 
in the different geographical areas. For example, in the Czech 
Republic 89% (n = 71) of the nests are located in ash and oak 
trees (Horal and Beran 2009), in Switzerland more than 60% are 
in spruce trees (Picea abies; Broch and Aebischer 2009), in the 
Balearic Islands nest are built in Aleppo pines (Pinus halepensis; 
Adrover 2010), and in one area of Corsica the preferred substrate 
is holm oak and oak (92%), while in another area of the same is-
land the situation is more diversified, with eucalyptus (Eucalyptus 
spp. , 38%) dominating over holm oaks and alders (Alnus spp.; 

Figure 7. Distribution of Red Kite nest in main fork or main 
branch by tree species in Campo de Vitigudino (Salamanca) 
between years 2018-2020 (Rico and Velasco 2020).

Example of an isolated tree with a Red Kite nest.
 © Miguel Rico

Cart et al. 2009). Similarly, the height of the nest above ground is 
highly variable and is usually related to the tree species in which 
it is located. Thus, in Switzerland nests are located at an average 
of 25.9 m (Broch and Aebischer 2009) and in Corsica at 8-9 m 
(Cart et al. 2009; Mougeot et al. 2011).

Although Red Kite pairs may have up to five alternative nests in 
their territory, it has been reported that they usually reuse the 
same nest in consecutive years, with a record of up to 17 conse-
cutive nesting attempts of the same pair in the same nest, which 
is remarkable (Cramp and Simmons 1979).

Poplar
n=12

Narrow-leaved ash
n=19

Holm Oak
n=8

Oak
n=79

38%

62%

37%

51%

49%

63%

83%

17%
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However, shifts between alternative nesting platforms can be quite 
common, and are sometimes related to previous nesting failures 
(Mougeot et al. 2011).

In the county of Vitigudino practically half of the pairs (54%, 
n = 99) changed nests in consecutive seasons, with an average 
distance between first and second nest of 693 m, ranging from 
34 m to 1,510 m. Additionally, from the 27 territories for which 
information is available during the three years of study, in more 
than half of the cases (53%) the kites used a different nest each 
year. With regards to nest failure, in 40% of the cases (n = 53) 
the use of a different nesting platform was recorded during the 
following season, a lower percentage than the 60% reported in 
Wales under similar circumstances (Cramp and Simmons 1979).

During the nesting period in Campo de Vitigudino, Red Kites 
have an association with human infrastructures and activities (Rico 
and Velasco 2020). For example, the mean distance to the nearest 
building was established at 392 m. In most cases (83%) the buil-
dings were livestock facilities in use, which are visited daily by 
farmers. It appears that this association is related with the supply 
of food available in livestock farms, and may have become more 
important after the decline of rabbit population in the region. A 
similar situation is described in Corsica, with average distances 
in two different areas of the island of 272 m and 360 m (Cart et 
al. 2009).

Very rarely Red Kites nest in dead trees, as shown in this image 
of a nest in a dead poplar that the pair had first used the previous 
year when the tree was alive, Campo de Vitigudino (Salamanca). 
© Tomás Velasco

Two examples of Red Kite nests located in the vicinity of livestock facilities in Campo de Vitigudino (Salamanca). Half of the nests 
are located less than 300 m from the nearest building, 16% less than 100 m away. Photo left: © Miguel Rico. Photo right: © 2021 
Google, © 2021 CNES/ Airbus, IGP/DGRF, Maxar Technologies.
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Examples of Red Kite nests located near towns in Campo de Vitigudino (Salamanca). The mean distance between the nest and the 
nearest town was 1.288m, and 11% less that 300 m. Photo left: © 2021 Google, © 2021 CNES/ Airbus, IGP/DGRF, Maxar Technologies. 
Photo right: © Tomás Velasco.

Two examples of Red Kite nest sites along roads in Campo de Vitigudino (Salamanca). The average distance to the nearest road 
was 120 m, with 45% of the nests located along tracks and paths. © Tomás Velasco (left) and Miguel Rico (right)
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agents and wardens of the Junta de Castilla y León (Junta de Cas-
tilla y León own data), but there are also important contributions 
from a monitoring project carried out in the provinces of Sala-
manca (Velasco and Rico 2018; Rico and Velasco 2019, 2020) 
and Segovia (Herrero and Perlado 2020), and complemented 
with other references (Velasco 2017a, 2017b; J. Sanz-Zuasti own 
data). Overall, data was gathered from 530 Red Kite breeding 
attempts, with an average of 76 breeding attempts per year. In 
all nests egg-laying was confirmed by the presence of an adult 
in incubating position, trying to avoid unnecessary disturbances 
at this stage. Furthermore, recording clutch size was discarded 
for this reason. It is also important to explain that the sample is 
not evenly distributed, neither between areas nor between years, 
which undoubtedly has an effect on the results presented (table 3).

 78.1% of the breeding attempts were successful (n = 414), with 
730 chicks fledged. Among the successful nests there were 28% 
single broods (n = 147), 41% double broods (n = 218) and 9% 
with three chicks (n = 49).

An idiosyncrasy of the monitoring carried out is the lack of 
precise information on the number of territorial pairs that fail to 
lay any eggs. Consequently only two of the reproductive para-
meters commonly used have been considered: breeding success, 
which reports on the average number of chicks in relation to the 
number of pairs successful in laying eggs, and the fledgling sur-
vival rate, which indicates the average number of fledglings per 
successful nest. For the seven years considered, the year-average 
breeding success was 1.61 chicks/pair and the fledgling survival 
rate was 1.91 chicks/pair (table 4).

With respect to human settlements, it is remarkable the case of a 
nest built in poplars, which was widely known by locals, only 50 
m away from village houses, where a pair of kites bred successfu-
lly two consecutive seasons. Similarly, on the island of Mallorca, 
several successful nests have recently been found within 100 m 
of human residences. This pattern of increasing tolerance of the 
species to humans is parallel to an increase in the breeding po-
pulation on the island (Muntaner 2019). Increased tolerance to 
humans has also been observed in Madrid in recent years, with 
more nests found closer to dwellings and busy roads (J. de la 
Puente pers. comm.).

REPRODUCTIVE PARAMETERS
A deep insight of the breeding biology of Red Kites is beneficial to 
determine the population dynamics and to study the factors that 
can negatively affect the species. The analysis and interpretation 
of reproductive data is based on the standardised quantification 
of a series of indices that are calculated from information carefu-
lly collected during field work. In a given study area with a total 
number of territorial pairs, the proportion of pairs that lay eggs, the 
number of successful pairs (where eggs hatch) and the number of 
chicks that fledge are determined. With this information, breeding 
parameters are calculated, and comparisons between areas or time 
periods can be evaluated.

This chapter presents recent unpublished data on the reproduc-
tive parameters of Red Kite in Castilla y León in the period 2014-
2020. The bulk of the data has been collected by the environmental 

Table 3. Distribution of monitored Red Kite nests by core area in the period 2014-2020 in Castilla y León.

Core area 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

Campo de Vitigudino - - - - 41 55 67 163

Cordillera Cantábrica - - 2 1 2 1 4 10

Montes de León - - 3 - - 6 3 12

Moorlands and pine forests 19 1 5 13 2 4 3 47

Sierra de Gata - - - - - 7 8 15

Sierras de Gredos & Guadarrama 60 1 3 73 20 38 48 243

Sierras de Urbión & Demanda 1 - 1 2 9 7 9 29

Other 3 1 2 3 -   2 11

Total 83 3 16 92 74 118 144 530
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As not all nesting attempts are successful, it is interesting to identi-
fy the stage at which they fail. Of the 107 documented breeding fai-
lures, 64% failed during incubation and 36% failed with nestlings. 
These values define clearly the stage with the highest breeding 
failure in the Red Kite life cycle in Castilla y León.

There is little information available on the causes of failure. In 
three known cases in Campo de Vitigudino the causes were distur-
bance, egg theft and felling of the tree. In Doñana, where the main 
cause of failure is predation by carnivores (lynx, genets, etc.), there 
is no such a difference between failure during incubation (56%) 
and failure with nestlings (44%)(Sergio et al. 2005). Also of inte-
rest is the evidence on the reduction of brood size throughout the 
breeding period in Castilla y León (n = 328). Their average brood 
size at small chicks stage would be 1.85 chicks, reducing to 1.66 
chicks at fully fledged stage. This brood reduction size is similar 
to what occurs with other raptors like Booted Eagle (Hieraaetus 
pennatus) (García-Dios 2003), where younger chicks are lost.

In raptors, a number of factors have been reported to influence 
breeding outputs, these are interrelated with high variability, both 
spatially and temporally, and are analysed in detail in the Cam-
po de Vitigudino study (2018-2020; Rico and Velasco 2020). 
Food availability, in quantity and accessibility, plays a crucial role. 
Higher breeding successes are associated with territories rich in 
food, which usually translates into smaller home ranges during 
breeding (Forero et al. 1999; Iglesias and Lebrija 2015; Pfeiffer 
and Meyburg 2015).

Parameter 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Mean +/-S. D. Range

Number of pairs with eggs 83 3 16 92 74 118 144 76 ± 51 3-144

Number of pairs with fledglings 74 3 14 79 50 91 103 59.1 ± 38.4 3-103

Number of fledglings 145 8 28 151 76 147 175 104.0 ± 66.5 8-175

Breeding success 1.75 2.67 1.75 1.64 1.03 1.25 1.22 1.61 ± 0.55 1.03-2.67

Fledgling survival rate 1.96 2.67 2.00 1.91 1.52 1.62 1.70 1.91 ± 0.38 1.52-2.67

Table 4. Breeding results in Castilla y León in the period 2014-
2020. Breeding parameters for each year and the mean and 
standard deviation (S.D.) for all years.
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In this sense, the low values in breeding variables of this region 
are probably related to low food availability, which is due to 
the almost total disappearance of the once abundant European 
rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus), an important species-prey in 
the diet of Red Kite during breeding (Delibes & García 1984; 
Veiga & Hiraldo 1990). A similar relationship Red Kite-rabbit 
was established in Wales (UK), where a decrease in producti-
vity was observed after the arrival of myxomatosis (Cramp and 
Simmons 1976).

Similar results are found in the comparative analysis of 81 clutches 
monitored in the province of Segovia (2016-2019). In the La Lla-
nura region (n = 51), where rabbits are abundant, breeding success 
was 1.84 chicks/pair and fledgling survival rate was 2.09 chicks/
pair, while in Tierra de Pinares (n = 30), where kites depend on 
intensive livestock farming, breeding success was 1.47 chicks/
pair and fledgling survival rate was 1.83 chicks/pair, although 
such differences are not significant (Herrero and Perlado 2020). 
Finally, a breeding pair in Valladolid in an area rich in rabbits, 
managed to raise 17 chicks in 6 years (2014-2019) which is an 
annual fledgling survival rate of 2.83 chicks/pair (Junta de Castilla 
y León own data).

Although Ked Kites do not seem to be particularly sensitive to 
human disturbances, walkers, vehicles or forestry work near 
nests could lead to nesting failure, especially when these distur-
bances occur during the incubation phases or in the first weeks 
of life of the chicks. No information is available on the real impact 
of this type of disturbance, but in view of the relative degree 
of humanisation of their nesting areas, human activities could 
become an important disturbance. It is also worth recalling that 
breeding failures are concentrated in the incubation period in 
Castilla y León.

Adult Red Kite in the nest with two chicks about 15 days old. 
In Castilla y León 41% of the broods are double. 
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 



76 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

SPATIO-TEMPORAL VARIABILITY 
OF BREEDING PARAMETERS

Breeding performance in Red Kite undergoes inter-annual varia-
tions, which in some cases are considerable (Sergio et al. 2005; 
Olano et al. 2016; Albero and Sampietro 2020). Long time series 
are convenient for the characterisation of reproductive parame-
ters of a given population. The information collected in Castilla y 
León (tables 3, 4 and 5) shows that parameters vary significantly 
between years, although no time trends can be established due to 
the uneven distribution of data across years (table 3).

Spatial distribution is another source of variability of breeding 
parameters, an important aspect to take into account, especially 
in such a large area as Castilla y León, with a wide variety of envi-
ronments. To better evaluate spatial distribution, we have differen-
tiated, on the basis of geographical, topographical and landscape 
criteria, also taking into account the zoning carried out by Viñuela 
et al. (1999), a series of population cores that maintain acceptable 
levels of homogeneity (figure 8).

A large variation is observed among the cores that were identi-
fied, partly due to the irregular intensity of monitoring within the 
different cores, but also to the variation in breeding results found 
among different areas in Castilla y León. The reproductive pa-
rameters within the four areas with the highest volume of data 
showed marked differences. From these, the core of moorlands 
and pinewoods in the north of Segovia and south of Valladolid 
stands out, with high values for breeding success and fledgling 
survival rates that are almost double those recorded in Campo de 
Vitigudino. Gredos-Guadarrama and Urbión-La Demanda show 
intermediate values.

There is little data on the three remaining cores, but it is still of 
interest as it contributes to describing the breeding results in a 
relatively little studied area. In the core sites of Sierra de Gata 
and southwest León, the reproductive parameters present average 
values similar to those established in the Central (Gredos-Guada-
rrama) and Iberian (Urbión-La Demanda) systems. Finally, those 
obtained in the foothills of the Cantabrian mountain range stand 
out with very low values (table 5).

With regard to meteorology, it has been generally commented that 
rainy years normally lead to an increase in breeding success and 
productivity. However, excessive rainfall or the occasional occu-
rrence of extreme events (hail, wind gusts) can have a negative 
effect by increasing nestling deaths or the collapse of nests. The 
influence of meteorology has been mentioned in other countries, 
for example in France (Plan d’actions Milan Royal 2017) or in 
Great Britain, where productivity in wetter areas like Wales is al-
most half compared with the productivity in England, where kites 
selects drier environments (Knott et al. 2009).

Breeding pair density, when too high, could interfere with bree-
ding performance by increasing interactions among neighbouring 
pairs. However, studies in Wales indicated that breeding values 
could not be related to density (Newton et al. 1996), similar to 
what was observed in Castilla y León when high and low density 
areas were compared (Rico and Velasco 2020). Interestingly in 
France, however, an association between breeding success and po-
pulation dynamics was found, where breeding success was higher 
in populations on the increase and lower in those in regression 
(Plan d’actions Milan Royal 2017).

Another factor that could potentially influence breeding perfor-
mance would be the age of the breeding birds. Younger individuals 
are considered to perform with less breeding efficiency due to their 
inexperience (Knott et al. 2009; Mougeot et al. 2011). There are, 
however, occasional reports of Red Kites as young as one year old 
(born the previous year) that managed to breed successfully and 
with similar results to the rest of the population (Evans et al. 1998).

Finally, competition with other raptor species or predation could 
be influential, in Doñana predation accounts for 44% of the fai-
lures (Sergio et al. 2005). In this regard, in Castilla y León and 
Madrid, predation by Eagle Owls (Bubo bubo) on Red Kite adults 
and nestlings has been recorded. The frequency of these events 
and their specific impact are unknown, although they may have 
increased in recent decades due recovery of Eagle Owl popula-
tions in many areas.
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Figure 8. Core Red Kite populations in Castilla y León. The 
black dots indicate nesting territories studied. Core site 1: 
southwest of the province of León. Core 2: southern slopes 
of the Cantabrian mountain range in the province of Palencia. 
Core 3: Urbión and La Demanda mountain ranges (provinces 
of Burgos and Soria). Core 4: northern slopes of the Gredos 

and Guadarrama mountain ranges (provinces of Avila and 
Segovia). Core 5: Sierra de Gata, in the south-west of the 
province of Salamanca. Core 6: Campo de Vitigudino, in the 
north-west of the province of Salamanca. Core 7: moorlands 
and pine forests in the north of the province of Segovia and 
south of Valladolid.
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Some studies are more reliable and valuable than others, particu-
larly long term studies with a sufficiently large sample of nests, that 
include a productivity value, a breeding parameter that informs 
about the average number of chicks raised by the population as a 
whole. Table 6 shows that in Spain there is a wide variation in the 
values in the different areas, both for breeding success and fled-
gling survival rate and for productivity. Maximum values corres-
pond to the island of Menorca and the Community of Madrid, and 
the minimum to Doñana, the whole of Andalusia and the province 
of Huesca. Castilla y León has intermediate values. The similarity 
of the general values for the period 2014-2020 in the community 
as a whole with respect to those obtained in 1991-2010 in the 

COMPARISON OF THE
BREEDING PARAMETERS OF 
CASTILLA Y LEÓN WITH OTHER 
POPULATIONS

For a more complete understanding of the status of Red Kite po-
pulations in Castilla y León a comparison of our results with the 
parameters of other areas is required, this comparison will enable 
us to answer the question of: are the values high or low compared 
to other areas of Spain or Europe? Here we consider information 
gathered for other populations of Red Kite.

Table 5. Breeding parameters in the population cores in Castilla y León in the period 2014-2020.

Breeding core area  Breeding success Fledgling survival rate Number of nests

Sierras de Gredos & Guadarrama 1.47 1.83 243

Campo de Vitigudino 1.07 1.49 163

Segovia & Valladolid Moorlands & pine forests  2.13 2.33 47

Sierras de Urbión & Demanda 1.24 1.71 29

Sierra de Gata 1.27 1.58 15

Montes de León 1.25 1.88 12

Cantabrian Mountain Range 0.60 1.00 10

Table 6. Breeding parameters in different areas of Spain.

Area Period No. of nests Breeding Fledgling Productivity Source
success survival rate 

Menorca (Balearic Islands) 1993-2017 354 1.72 2.01 1.38 De Pablo (2017)

Andalusia 2014-2020 275 0.74 1.44 0.43 CMAOT (2014-2020)

P.N. Doñana (Huelva) 1989-2000 208 0.62 1.55 0.76 Sergio et al. (2005)

Comunidad de Madrid 2011-2015 174 1.61 1.93 1.44  Cuerpo de Agentes Forestales de la 
Comunidad de Madrid (2017, 2018)

Provincia de Huesca 2018 and 2020 122 0.82 1.31 0.73 Albero and Sampietro (2020)

Duratón (Segovia) 1991-2010 50 1.41 1.81 1.30 Arroyo (2010)

Provincia de Guipúzcoa 2016-2017 34 1.24 2.04 0.99 Albero & Sampietro (2020)

Navarra 2018-2019 72 - 1.41 - Albero & Sampietro (2020)

P.N. Monfragüe (Cáceres) 2013-2015 34 - 1.65 1.43 Rodríguez-Martín (2015-2017)

Extremadura 2013-2014 40 - - 1.41 Sánchez & Avirueco (2017)

Provincia de Guipúzcoa 2014-2015 28 - - 1.40 Olano et al. (2016)

Valle del Ambroz (Cáceres) 2014 8 - - 1.75 Sánchez and Avirueco (2017)

Sierra de Guadarrama (Madrid) 2012-2014 4 - - 2.25 Iglesias-Lebrija et al. (2015)
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In summary, it can be established that in Castilla y León the values 
of breeding success vary between 1.29 and 1.61 chicks/pair and 
those of the fledgling survival rate between 1.69 and 1.91 chicks/
pair, with the first figure corresponding to the mean of the popu-
lation core (table 5) and the second to the annual mean (table 4). 
These values are similar to those of the Spanish population as a 
whole and seem to be somewhat lower than those of the Central 
European populations (table 8).

Hoces del Río Duratón Natural Park (Segovia) is also noteworthy. 
Highly variable values are also found in other European popula-
tions. German and Swiss Red Kite populations showed the highest 
values while the lowest were found in the Mediterranean and peri-
pheral regions, such as some areas of Italy or France. These results 
seem to indicate better breeding parameters in the central areas 
of the Red Kite’s range and worse in the edge of the range, as oc-
curs in other birds of prey such as the Montagu’s Harrier (Circus 
pygargus) (García and Arroyo 2001). In fact, productivity in Red 
Kites has been found to increase significantly with latitude, with 
more northern populations raising more chicks than those in the 
south (Mougeot and Bretagnolle 2006), and these differences are 
explained by a higher brood reduction, rather than by clutch size 
(Mougeot et al. 2011). Moreover, Mediterranean environments 
may be less suitable for Red Kites than central European ones, 
where the bulk of the world’s Red Kite population is (Seoane et 
al. 2003). Supporting this is the percentage of clutches with four 
nestlings found in the Czech Republic, which is 4.2% (n = 144) 
(Horal and Beran 2009), while in Menorca this percentage is only 
0.4% (n = 354) (De Pablo 2017).

Table 7. Breeding parameters in other areas of Europe.

Area Period No. of nests Breeding success Fledgling  Source
    survival rate 

N Westfalen, Germany 1987-2003 1.724 1.97 2.38 Brune et al. (2005)

Romandy, Switzerland 1995-2009 530 1.67 2.07 Broch and Aebischer (2009)

Broye, Switzerland 1995-2003 368 1.66 2.15 Mougeot et al. (2011)

Czech Republic 1981-2002 144 1.64 2.49 Horal and Beran (2009)

Brandenburg, Germany 2000-2004 88 1.58 2.36 Nachtigal (2008)

Denmark 1980-1995 90 1.39 1.92 Bomholt (1997)

Massif central, France 2004-2016 672 1.38 1.89 Plan d’actions Milan Royal (2017)

Lazio, Italiy 1994-2005 59 1.31 1.79 Minganti et al. (2006)

Corsica, France 1996-1999 217 1.30 1.70 Mougeot and Bretagnolle (2006)

Table 8. Comparison of Red Kite breeding parameters of Castilla y León, Spain and Europe. Mean value of gathered data, standard 
deviation (S.D.) and range are shown.

  Castilla y León Spain Europe

Parameter Mean +/+ S.D. Range Mean +/+ S.D. Range Mean +/+ S.D. Range

Breeding success 1.29 ± 0.46 0.60-2.13 1.17 ± 0.44 0.62-1.72 1.54 ± 0.22 1.30-1.97

Fledgling survival rate 1.69 ± 0.41 1.00-2.33 1.68 ± 0.27 1.31-2.04 2.08 ± 0.28 1.70-2.49
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The characterisation of the diet of the Red Kite is of great 
interest as it provides information about how, when and 
where the species obtains its food, revealing important 

aspects of its biology. Red Kites are highly aerial and fly over large 
areas gliding, prospecting the ground in search of food, which can 
be either live prey or carrion.

It is generally thought that Red Kites are not great predators. Red 
Kites are described as opportunistic, as they take advantage of 
wildlife carcasses, remains from human hunting activities, roadkill, 
etc. Parasitism completes the list of strategies that Red Kites use 
to satisfy their trophic needs. They feed on remains left by preda-
tors, and sometimes actively chase conspecifics, or other birds of 
prey, egrets, gulls, etc., with the intention of snatching their food 
(Delibes and García 1984; Gómez-Tejedor 1998).

Studies into the diet of Red Kite in Spain are relatively scarce, 
particularly during the breeding season, so increasing the knowle-
dge of such an important aspect of its biology is important. This 
chapter presents a review of available literature, as well as unpu-
blished information on the diet of the Red Kite in Castilla y León, 
obtained within the framework of a recent study (Arroyo 2018). 
The aim of this chapter is to describe the diet of the Red Kite, both 
spatially and temporally, and to draw conclusions of interest for 
the management and conservation of the species.

COMPOSITION
OF THE DIET IN SPAIN

As with so many other Iberian birds of prey (Delibes-Mateos et 
al. 2007), as long as it is sufficiently abundant wild rabbit is an 
important prey item in the diet of Red Kite, both during bree-
ding and wintering seasons. Hares (Lepus granatensis) are also an 
important food item, probably as leverets. Lagomorphs (rabbits 
and hares) account for more than half of the captures (Delibes 
and García 1984). Small mammals are particularly important in 
winter in Castilla y León, particularly since the expansion of the 
Common Vole In the 1980´s. During the breeding season small 
mammals are relatively important in mountainous areas (Gredos, 
Guadarrama). Small mammals are a staple diet in many parts of 
Central Europe.

Birds also form part of the Red Kite´s diet, in similar proportions 
to mammals. About a third of the birds are waterfowl (this is highly 

influenced by the data from Donana), and other third would be 
pigeons and partridges, some presumably killed or injured throu-
gh shooting (Ortega and Casado 1991), given the seasonality ob-
served in their consumption. The bird element diet is completed 
by various other species, such as larks, thrushes, starlings, etc., 
which are an important food supply in some European countries.

Carrion, mostly from livestock, complements the diet of Red Kite. 
During the breeding season carrion is an important food supply 
only at some localities, but in winter the relative importance of 
carrion as a food source is clearly greater. This is confirmed by 
the fact that at least 40% of communal roosts are located in the 
vicinity of landfill sites, muladares or open dumps, farms, etc. (Mo-
lina 2015). The importance of carrion in the Red Kite diet may 
have increased since the mid-20th century aligned to increased 
intensive livestock farming, at least in Castilla y León.

The availability of carrion plays an important role in the design 
of winter feeding strategies, for example loosely defining use of 
two geographical areas, the northern and southern plateaus (Gar-
cía et al. 1998; Blanco et al. 2017). In the northern plateau the 

Agricultural activity provides abundant temporary supplies 
of food for Red Kites. They can be observed near tractors, 
combined harvesters or mowers in search of small prey such 
as invertebrates, voles, etc. © Tatavasco
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rate of carrion consumption is high and shows marked temporal 
variations, while in the southern plateau, the diet is based on the 
consumption of lagomorphs, mainly rabbits, and there is not such 
a temporal variation.
 
However, there is no consensus on the causes governing the balan-
ce between the intake of carrion and live prey during winter. Some 
authors suggest, after a detailed analysis of the diet, a preference 
for carrion (García et al. 1998), while other studies suggest that 
in winter the irregular use of landfill sites and muladares could 
indicate that carrion is an alternative source of food when small 
mammals are scarce (Sunyer and Viñuela 1994).

The link between Red Kite and carrion offers management possi-
bilities that could benefit its conservation. However, it also expo-
ses the problems associated with dependence on this food source, 
which is subject to health regulations such as those introduced 

after mad cow disease, and may also be a route for the entry of 
chemical contaminants, medicines and pathogens (Blanco et al. 
2017).

Invertebrates, mainly insects, are mentioned in most diet studies 
and are comparatively more important in winter. The energy that 
kites obtain from invertebrates is probably small but consump-
tion rates in some localities would indicate a qualitative interest 
in this type of prey. The results of a stomach content analysis 
of 30 birds in Valladolid, showed that invertebrates were 73% 

Several Red Kites fight with two Marsh Harriers for the remains 
of an animal. Meat waste products from domestic animal farms 
and slaughterhouses are attractive to birds of prey during 
winter. © Tatavasco
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of the prey during winter (Valverde 1967) and appeared in two 
thirds of the stomachs, with no differences in their consumption 
between months. Some populations also exploit invertebrates 
during the breeding season, as was found in Campo de Viti-
gudino (Salamanca) where Red Kites fed on an extraordinary 
abundance of large orthoptera for consecutive seasons (Rico and 
Velasco 2019, 2020).
 
Invertebrates are also eaten regularly by kites in other parts of 
Europe. In France, they eat mainly beetles and earthworms (Riols 
et al. 2006), while in Spain, ants have been documented as featu-
ring prominently on several occasions. For example, a specimen 
captured for radio-tagging in Doñana in the 1980s had a crop 
full of flying ants, and similarly a group of 27 red Kites was docu-
mented feeding on flying ants in Extremadura in October 2016 
(Sánchez 2016).

Reptiles are generally of secondary, but noteworthy, importance 
in the Red Kite diet and restricted to the breeding period. This 
is a feature that differentiates Iberian Mediterranean Red Kites 
from their Central European counterparts. Lizards, as opposed to 
ophidians, are favoured as prey forming a third of the total reptile 
consumption, and the list includes Greek tortoise (Testudo graeca) 
and Iberian worm lizard (Blanus cinereus).

As far as fish are concerned, the information available on species 
level is very limited, with common carp (Cyprinus carpio) being 
the most frequently mentioned, along with some Pseudochondros-
toma sp., trout (Salmonidae), European eel (Anguilla anguilla) 
and even some marine species.

Finally, amphibians are the least frequent prey items, represented 
mainly by toads (Bufo spp. and Pelobates spp.), with the occasional 
presence of frogs (Rana spp.) and Iberian ribbed newt (Pleuro-
deles waltli).

REVIEW OF DIETARY STUDIES 
IN SPAIN

For this review information from ten Spanish localities is consi-
dered for the period between 1946 and 2017, and one-off data 
from the first half of the 20th century is also considered. Only 
studies that mention the specific composition of the diet have been 
considered. Other studies that mention percentages or presence/

Remains found in two nests in the provinces of Salamanca (top) 
and Segovia (bottom). The varied diet of the Red Kite means 
that many pairs provide their chicks with a wide range of prey, 
such as amphibians, reptiles, mammals and birds. © Joaquín 
Sanz-Zuasti (above) and Bernardo Arroyo (below)
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Two Red Kite chicks feeding on an ocellated lizard in a nest 
monitored by video camera in the province of Ávila.
© Fundación del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León

absence of predefined food categories in pellets, or are based on 
reduced samples (less than 50 prey items), are not considered here.

There is little variation in the methodology used in the different 
studies. The most commonly used procedure is the quantification 
of prey contained in pellets and from uneaten carcasses, although 
other techniques such as stomach content analysis or video recor-
dings from nests are also included. The results are expressed as 
the frequency of occurrence, i.e. the percentage of the different 
species identified in each study. The analysis of the Red Kite diet 
from the energy point of view (biomass) was excluded due to the 
complexity of such an evaluation.

The study of the biomass eaten by Red Kites presents unavoida-
ble biases in the quantification of prey. There are different proba-
bilities of detection depending on the origin of the data (remains, 
pellets or video recordings). If only prey remains are analysed 
then the importance of larger prey is overestimated, as larger prey 
normally provide a greater quantity of remains and persist longer 
over time (De Pablo and Triay 1996). It is also worth noting that 

the preservation of remains (such as feathers, hair or scales) used 
to establish prey type can vary in time (Veiga 1985).

Pellet analysis enables the detection of small prey, and if combined 
with analysis of remains, biases are reduced. Recently, the use of 
nest cameras has helped in the detection of a larger number of 
species than the number obtained by the other techniques.

Two main types of prey are considered: live prey and carrion. 
The former have been classified according to taxonomic criteria: 
invertebrates, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals. Some 
prey items may have been taken when they were already dead, 
but given the difficulty of discerning their origin, it has been de-
cided to include them and assign them to their taxonomic class. 
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As for the carrion, it exclusively includes remains from domestic 
ungulates (sheep, pigs, cows, horses, etc.), other livestock species 
(chickens, rabbits), wild ungulates (wild boar, deer, etc.) and do-
mestic animals (cats and dogs).

The analysis has been split into breeding and wintering seasons. 
The diet during breeding has been based mainly on the review of 
prey remains and pellets collected from nests, under nests and in 
nearby perches, plus a small amount of data from nest cameras. 
This describes what chicks eat, not necessarily what adults eat.
Winter diet has been described mainly from pellets collected 
at communal roost sites, and from previous studies of stomach 
content. It should be noted that we are not reporting on seasonal 
changes in diet in the resident population but describing the tro-
phic resources used by the breeding and wintering populations 
respectively.

Although the geographical scope of this review is the whole of 
Spain, special attention has been paid to Castilla y León, not only 
because it is the stronghold of the species, both during the bre-
eding season and during the wintering season, but also because 
of the greater abundance of information available on diet from 
this region.

An adult Red Kite feeding a mole to its chicks in a nest monitored 
by video camera in the province of Ávila. © Fundación del 
Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León
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During the breeding season the foraging behaviour in Doñana 
and Castilla y León show certain similarities, with mammals being 
the most represented prey class in Doñana (figure 10). Moles and 
other small mammals dominate in Castilla y León (12%), relega-
ting lagomorphs to second place (10%; rabbits, hares), which, 
for their part, are the main prey item in Doñana (30%). The se-
condary prey group are birds, also eaten at similar percentages: 
in Doñana Anatidae and other waterbirds (21%) and in Castilla 
y León small passerines, partridges, pigeons and corvids (20%). 
Also worth mentioning are fish in Doñana (15%) and carrion in 
Castilla y León (18%).

An examination of the literature from Doñana showed that birds 
and mammals were the staple of the Red Kite diet, with between 
62% and 70%, consistently through a period from the first half of 
20th century, through the 1970s and 1980s.

DIET DURING THE BREEDING 
SEASON

To describe the diet of Red Kites in Spain during the breeding 
season, data from 8 studies were sourced from 7 sites in Doñana 
and Castilla y León, involving 1,840 prey items (table 9, figure 9).

Literature shows a very diverse diet, comprising: scolopendra, 
insects, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, mammals and various 
carrion. A summary gives a minimum of 6 genera of fish, 5 am-
phibians, 9 reptiles, 34 birds and 14 mammals, to which can be 
added 14 families of invertebrates and 11 types of carrion, mainly 
from livestock and domestic animals.

In Spain the most frequent prey is European rabbit (Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) and ocellated lizard (Timon lepidus). Rabbits are so 
important that they are the primary prey item in Doñana and the 
secondary prey items in many other localities. Other important 
prey are insects, carrion, moles (Talpa spp.) and several bird spe-
cies (table 10).

Table 9. Studies considered to describe the diet of Red Kites during the breeding season in Spain (in chronological order).

Area Period No. of No. of No. of Total  Source
  pairs remains pellets no. of prey 

Doñana (Huelva) 1906-1959 - 50 0 50 Valverde 1967

Central Spain 1970-1973 11 74 0 74 Garzón 1974

Doñana (Huelva) 1973 8 271 211 698 Delibes & García 1984

Castronuño (Valladolid) 1983 1 93 0 93 Sanz-Zuasti & Urdiales 2007

Sierra de Gredos (Ávila) 1983-1985 18 136 259 395 B. Arroyo unpublished data

Sierra de Guadarrama (Segovia-Ávila) 1980-1989 3 - - 341 Veiga 1985

Duratón (Segovia) 1991-1992; 2005 7 109 14 123 B. Arroyo unpublished data

Riofrío (Ávila) 2017 1 - - 66 Arroyo, 2018
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Figure 9. Map of origin of the studies considered to describe 
the diet of Red Kite during the breeding season in Spain. 
The size of the circles is proportional to the total number 
of prey considered. Doñana: Doñana National Park area, 
Guadalquivir marshes, Huelva. Central Spain: central-
western sector of the Iberian Peninsula, between the Duero 
and Guadiana rivers (100,000 km2). Castronuño: banks of the 
Duero river, in the southwest of the province of Valladolid. 
Sierra de Gredos: mountain pine forests (Pinus sylvestris) on 
the northern slopes of the Sierra de Gredos, Ávila. Sierra de 
Guadarrama: pine and oak forests on the northern slopes of 
the Sierra de Guadarrama, Ávila and Segovia. Duratón: pine 
forests (Pinus pinaster) in the south-east of the province of 
Segovia. Riofrío: dehesas and ash groves on the northern 
slopes of the Sierra de la Paramera, Sistema Central mountain 
range, Ávila.

Table 10. Primary and secondary prey items of Red Kites in Spain during the breeding season.

Area Main % of main Secondary % of secondary No. of Source
 prey prey prey prey prey 

Doñana (Huelva) European rabbit 28.3 Waterfowl 9.2 748 Valverde 1967; Delibes & García 1984

Central Spain Ocellated lizard 17.6 European rabbit 10.8 74 Garzón 1974

Castronuño (Valladolid) Fish 33.3 European rabbit 26.9 93 Sanz-Zuasti & Urdiales 2007

Gredos (Ávila) Moles 7.3 European rabbit 6.8 395 B. Arroyo unpublished data

Guadarrama (Ávila-Segovia) Crickets 32.3 Beetles 12 341 Veiga 1985

Duratón (Segovia) Carrion, pig 44.7 European rabbit 7.3 123 B. Arroyo unpublished data

Riofrío (Ávila) Ocellated lizard 24.2 Passerines 21.2 66 Arroyo 2018

Spain European rabbit 16.3 Ocellated lizard 6.6 1,840 This compilation

Figure 10. Relative importance of different prey categories in 
the diet of Red Kites during the breeding season in Doñana 
and Castilla y León.
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and reptiles are also important. On the other hand, the diet of the 
lowland areas is very rich in rabbits, with pigeons and partridges 
also eaten frequently. Within the lowlands, the area of Duratón in 
Segovia, with its important livestock sector, is a major source of 
carrion for Red Kites, and the banks of the Duero River provide 
live prey and a considerable amount of fish.

Table 11 shows that in Castilla y León the main prey eaten by Red 
Kites varies from one location to another suggesting an adaptation 
to eat the resources that are available and possibly some individual 
behavioural traits in targeting a specific class of prey. Thus, in the 
Sierra de Guadarrama the diet is richer in invertebrates, while 
in Duratón and Castronuño their diet is richer in carrion and 
fish respectively, different from Sierra de Gredos where the diet 
is richer in mammals and, finally, in Riofrío where the diet of Red 
Kites is richer in reptiles (Table 11).

Mammals and birds are also the Red Kite’s staple diet during the 
breeding season in Castilla y León with 47% of the prey identified, 
somewhat less than the percentage found in Doñana due to the 
greater importance of carrion, mainly from livestock.

From the information of mammals eaten by kites, two types of 
diet can be described depending on whether they are dominated 
by lagomorphs (rabbits and hares) or by small mammals. Rabbits 
are more than 80% of the mammals in Catronuño and Duratón, 
and other small mammals are about 10%. In the Sierras of Gredos 
and Guadarrama the Red Kite’s diet is richer in hares but the 
lagomorphs order are below 30%, while small mammals (voles, 
moles and mice) are considerably more important, especially in 
Riofrío, where they represent half to two thirds of the mammals 
eaten by kites.

Following the previous description of two diet types, a geogra-
phical division can be drawn, into mountain and lowland areas: 
the Gredos-Guadarrama-Riofrío sites being the mountain area 
and the Duratón-Castronuño sites being lowland. The diet in the 
mountain sites is greater in small mammals, and passerine birds 

Table 11. Red Kite diet composition by location in Castilla y León during the breeding season. Shown as relative percentage of 
each group in total prey.

Prey type Castronuño Duratón Central Spain Gredos Guadarrama Riofrío Average

Invertebrates 0.0 0.8 1.4 3.0 58.1 1.5 10.8

Fish 33.3 1.6 2.7 0.8 0.3 0.0 6.5

Amphibians 0.0 0.8 9.5 3.8 2.1 3.0 3.2

Reptiles 1.1 7.3 27.0 12.2 7.0 31.8 14.4

Birds 24.7 19.5 18.9 27.8 13.8 33.3 23.0

Mammals 31.2 8.9 24.3 34.7 18.5 28.8 24.4

Carrion 9.7 61.0 16.2 17.7 0.3 1.5 17.7

No. of prey 93 123 74 395 341 66 1,092

Rabbit remains at the base of a nest in the province of Valladolid 
in June 2017. European rabbits are a common prey item in the 
diet of Red Kite chicks where they are abundant. 
© Tomás Velasco
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Winter diet can be studied by analysis of stomach contents and 
by analysis of pellets collected from winter roosts (table 12). Sto-
mach content analysis provides an unbiased view of feeding ha-
bits. Table 13 shows a high similarity of stomach content results 
between Central Spain and Valladolid.
 
The literature provided a wealth of information from pellets at 
roosts in winter from several locations (table 14) and this infor-
mation is more up-to-date than stomach content analysis. For this 
reason our review will be based on this method with some addi-
tions based on stomach content information.

In terms of frequency of occurrence, ants and European rabbits 
account for about a quarter of the total (table 15). Insects, birds 
and carrion are regularly eaten in some areas in winter.

In general, birds, mammals and carrion represent up to 84% of the 
total winter diet. They appear with different percentages in diffe-
rent locations. In Doñana the main prey are waterfowl (51.6%), 
in Madrid the main prey are rabbits, hares and rodents (39.3%), 
in the southern Plateau mammals are also the main prey (35.2%), 
while in the northern Plateau carrion is the main prey (55.4%). 
Generally across all sites, invertebrates are secondary prey, with an 
average occurrence of 15.5%, and amphibians and reptiles occur 
marginally (table 14).

In terms of frequency of occurrence, the most frequently ci-
ted prey are ants and wild rabbits, which together account for 
approximately a quarter of the total (table 15). Insects are regu-
larly exploited in some areas during the winter, as are various 
types of birds and carrion, while the importance of rabbits is 
comparatively minor.

In terms of biomass, in Doñana some bird species like Greylag 
Goose were three quarters (73%) of the intake (Blanco et 
al.1987); however, this was due to a mass waterfowl mortality 
after a severe drought. In the Community of Madrid, mammals 
(41%) and birds (30%) accounted for more than two thirds of 
the biomass eaten (Ortega and Casado 1991), where half of the 
species were cynegetic (rabbits, hares, partridges and pigeons). 
A geographically broader study in the southern Plateau (partia-
lly overlapping with the Madrid study) showed that cynegetic 
species were 30% of the prey identified (García et al. 1998). 
The main differences lay in the greater importance of carrion 
in the southern Plateau (29%), and of invertebrates (25%) in 
Madrid.

Kites frequently eat birds but it is difficult to identify patterns of 
preference. Pigeons and partridges are important in Castronuño 
and Duratón, passerines in Sierra de Gredos and Riofrío and, 
finally, corvids are important in Sierra de Guadarrama and Cas-
tronuño. In summary, Red Kites regularly eat birds during the 
breeding season.

DIET DURING THE WINTERING
SEASON
To describe the diet of Red Kite in Spain during the winter data 
from 5 studies, referring to 6 geographical areas involving 12,007 
prey items, were consulted (table 12, figure 11).

In general, the wintering diet is highly diverse, including spiders, 
earthworms, insects, amphibians, lizards, snakes, birds, mam-
mals and different carrion. The relative importance of each of 
the groups is based on a sample of 3,295 identified prey items 
that yielded 2 genera of amphibians, 10 reptiles, 55 birds and 15 
mammals, plus 22 invertebrate families and 10 types of carrion, 
mainly from domestic livestock, but also from wild ungulates.

A roadkill genet in Maragatería, León, in August 2021. Red 
Kites eat roadkill occasionally (martens, polecats, genets, foxes, 
etc.). © Tomás Velasco
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In the northern Plateau (Castilla y León) the main food resource 
was carrion from livestock, mainly from stabled animals (55%) 
(table 14). This is in line with the findings of García et al. 1998. 
However, in an older study in Castilla y León, the most eaten prey 
items were small mammals (41%), carrion was secondary (26%), 
and there were important temporal variations (Sunyer and Viñuela 
1994). As the winter progresses, vole densities decrease, and Red 
Kites look for alternative sources of food such as carrion.

With the time-series of historic data available from the literature 
we can describe the change of the diet of Red Kites through the 
decades. Valverde (1967) described the diet of Red Kites in the 
period 1946-1962 in Castilla y León, when agricultural practices 
were very different and found that in winter Red Kites ate small 
mammals, rabbits and hares and various types of birds, with ca-
rrion being of little importance in the mid-20th century.

Table 12. Studies used to describe the diet of Red Kites during the wintering season in Spain (in chronological order).

Area Type Year No. of remains  No. of pellets No. of prey Source 

Valladolid Stomachs 1946-1962 235 0 235 Valverde 1967

Central Spain Stomachs 1970-1973 135 0 165 Garzón 1974

Doñana Roosts 1981-1982 0 1,459 2,599 Blanco et al. 1987

Madrid Roosts 1981-1985 0 - 7,481 Ortega & Casado 1991

Northern Plateau Roosts 1992 0 718 1,075 García et al. 1998 

Southern Plateau Roosts 1992 0 292 452 García et al. 1998

Table 13. Diet composition of Red Kite in winter in Spain. 
Shown as percentages from stomach contents.

Type of prey Central Spain Valladolid Average

Invertebrates 70.9 74.5 72.7

Amphibians 1.2 0.0 0.6

Reptiles 3.0 0.0 1.5

Birds 11.5 8.1 9.8

Mammals 7.9 13.2 10.5

Carrion 5.5 4.3 4.9

No. of prey 165  235 400

Figure 11. Map of origin of the studies used to describe the 
diet of Red Kite during the wintering season in Spain. The 
size of the circles is proportional to the total number of prey 
considered. Valladolid: several localities in the province of 
Valladolid. Central Spain: central-western sector of the Iberian 
Peninsula (100,000 km2), between the rivers Duero and 
Guadiana. Doñana: Doñana National Park area, Guadalquivir 
Marshes, Huelva. Madrid: three localities in the south-west of 
Madrid. Northern Plateau: various localities in Segovia, Ávila, 
Valladolid, Salamanca and Burgos. Southern Plateau: five 
localities in the provinces of Cáceres, Ávila and Madrid.
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WIDE FEEDING BEHAVIOUR
AND SPATIAL VERSATILITY

The Red Kite is traditionally described, from a trophic perspec-
tive, as a generalist and opportunistic raptor, which bases its diet 
on a variable mix of live prey and carrion (Del Hoyo et al. 1994). 
It forages in a wide variety of habitats and exploits multiple food 
sources, resulting in a highly diverse feeding regime, which con-
trasts with its limited global range (Mougeot et al. 2011). It is 
generally accepted that availability of resources is the key factor 
conditioning the diet, with regional and temporal variations.

Our review agrees with the general patterns described above. On 
the one hand, the list of prey species is clearly varied and, on 
the other hand, the relative importance of the different main prey 
groups varies among different geographical areas, confirming that 
it is a spatially versatile diet.

At the end of the 1980s, voles (Microtus arvalis) and carrion do-
minated the kites’ diet due to the irruption of the vole and the 
increase of livestock in the region (Sunyer and Viñuela 1994). At 
the beginning of the 1990s, a study found that carrion was the 
staple item in the diet while small mammals and other wildlife 
played a lesser part in the kites’ diet (García et al. 1998). Subse-
quent studies show a changing scenario, with strong quantitative 
and qualitative fluctuations in the importance of carrion and live 
prey as a result of changes in sanitary policies with respect to 
carcass use (Blanco 2014).

Table 14. Diet composition of Red Kites by locality during the wintering season in Spain as percentage of occurrence in pellets.

Prey type Doñana Madrid Northern Plateau Southern Plateau Average

Invertebrates 25.9 24.6 8.8 2.7 15.5

Amphibians 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2 0.1

Reptiles 0.6 0.4 0.3 0.7 0.5

Birds 51.6 24.6 10.7 32.7 29.9

Mammals 17.5 39.3 24.5 35.2 29.1

Carrion 4.3 11.0 55.4 28.5 24.8

No. of prey 2,599 7,481 1,075 452 11,607

Table 15. Main and secondary prey of Red Kites in Spain during the wintering season.

Area Main  % of main Secondary % of secondary No. of Source
 prey prey prey prey  prey 

Doñana (Huelva) Greylag 25.4 Beetles 14.2 2,599 Blanco et al. 1987

Madrid Ants 21.7 European rabbit 15.5 7,481 Ortega & Casado 1991

Northern Plateau Carrion, chicken 25.0 Carrion, sheep 14.7 1,075 García et al. 1998

Southern Plateau Birds 18.8 European rabbit 16.2 452 García et al. 1998

Spain Ants 14.0 European rabbit 10.0 11,607 This compilation
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Carrion, both from domestic animals and wild species, is one of 
the main food sources for Red Kites during the winter in many 
Spanish regions. © Tatavasco

Similarly, there are numerous examples in the literature where 
dietary habits change with time. From this perspective, in Doñana 
the availability of prey groups in winter depends on dry or wet 
periods (Blanco et al. 1987). In the island of Menorca the impor-
tance of wild rabbits decreased significantly over time (De Pablo 
and Triay 1996) and in the Community of Madrid there was an 
increase in the importance of rodents and a decrease in carrion 
over four winters (Ortega and Casado 1991).

Annual variation occurs if breeding and winter diets are compared 
(figure 12), with a wider array of taxonomic groups eaten during 
breeding. For example, the presence of fish in the Red Kite diet is 
exclusively during breeding, reptiles and amphibians are mainly 
breeding prey and, as mentioned before in this chapter, carrion is 
eaten in winter in greater amounts. The rates of mammals and birds 
eaten during the breeding season and winter are relatively similar.

Finally, it should be pointed out that what we present in this chap-
ter is largely based on studies of Red Kite diet carried out during 
the 1970-90s which may differ from the current situation in Spain. 
Furthermore, the geographical scope of the data unfortunately 
does not include Aragon, Extremadura or the Balearic Islands.. 
We recommend further studies of the diet of this species across 
Spain as this would benefit the management of populations and 
help its conservation.

Figure 12. Comparison of the diet of Red Kites during the 
breeding and wintering seasons in Spain.
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Red Kites display their great aerial dexterity over many 
Spanish towns astonishing observers as they search and 
dive to pick up food. It is the need to feed that explains 

largely how and why these magnificent birds move.

Unlike Common Buzzards (Buteo buteo), which hunt waiting for 
prey by sitting on a perch and then rapidly dropping down on it, 
Red Kites have a much more active foraging system by flying for 
several hours each day in different areas of their territory. Red Ki-
tes fly meticulously over large areas, especially where food is more 
predictable such as roads where small animals are frequently run 
over, areas with high densities of voles or rabbits, or in the vicinity 
of intensive livestock farms.

However, there are other factors that affect their daily and seasonal 
movements. Meteorological conditions largely determine the distan-
ce that they travel and the area covered by a kite each day. Additio-
nally, age, sex and breeding status also explain how each bird moves 
about. Finally, the time of year, duration of daylight, availability of 
food, and other factors, affect the pattern of their daily movements.

In winter, for example, communal roost sites near areas rich in 
food where many birds gather are the focal points of movements 
and these points may change according to the environmental 
conditions. During the breeding season, adult territorial birds 
centre their activity around the nest, whereas young or immature 
unpaired birds are much more mobile and cover very large areas.

Spatial ecology describes and explains the movements of animals 
in relation to their biological requirements.

There are a number of mechanisms and processes that shape the 
use of space by Red Kites. Understanding how Red Kites use 
space and the mechanisms by which, for example, a breeding 
pair settles in a certain location or why an immature remains 
longer or shorter in a location during its dispersal can help with 
the management and conservation of this species. Despite tra-
velling long distances, birds normally use small patches in the 
landscape during their lifetime. These patches of land meet the 
requirements for their survival. However, the spatio-temporal 
scale at which these processes are analysed will lead to very 
different results. For example, a young bird during dispersal is 
likely to use larger areas and travel further than a breeding adult, 
which is inevitably tied to its nesting territory, at least during the 
breeding period.

Information on the spatial ecology of Red Kite in Spain is scarce. 
However, over the last decade various organisations have put effort 
into Red Kite monitoring through ringing and GPS tagging. Migra 
and LIFE Eurokite (developed by SEO/BirdLife), Grefa, GOB, 
Diputación de Álava and others, have been working to understand 
the spatial ecology of one of the most beautiful birds of prey in 
Europe.

This chapter provides a detailed analysis of the spatial ecology 
of Red Kite, by means of reviewing existing literature on the spe-
cies, especially from Spain, and by the data provided by a sample 
of 18 specimens (6 breeding adults and 12 chicks) fitted with 
GPS-GSM transmitters in Castilla y León in recent years under 
the project “Actuaciones para la conservación del milano real en 
Castilla y León”, developed by the Junta de Castilla y León.

Sequence of two young Red Kites interacting in flight. Red Kites are skilled in manoeuvring. © Günther Karmann
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MOVEMENTS OF BREEDING 
ADULTS

Despite the importance of the breeding season there are few stu-
dies focused on the foraging area and type of habitats used by each 
bird, and distance travelled from the nest, at that time of year. This 
type of information is valuable for management and conservation, 
for example, when assessing the impact of buildings, wind farms, 
power lines or other infrastructure in the countryside. 

Home range size during breeding

Home range, understood as the space where an animal lives and 
moves on a periodic basis, can be described for a biologically 
important period, such as breeding. There are a wide variety of 
methods used for calculating size of home ranges, depending on 
design and analysis, which can be problematic (Laver and Kelly 
2008). To overcome this, the use of the same methodology is re-
commended so that comparisons between individuals, seasons 
or geographical areas can be more readily made. Although each 
method has its advantages and disadvantages, the most commonly 
used methods are the Minimum Convex Polygon (MCP) and the 
95% Kernel estimator (table 16).

Home range size information is limited for most countries. Early 
studies were based on direct observation of bird movements and 
later on VHF telemetry (radio transmitters), which only allowed 
birds to be tracked on short distance flights and results calculated 
were less than reality. Porstendörfer (1994), using observations 
in 1992 and 1993, was the first to calculate the size of a Red Kite 
home range in Germany. This author estimated home ranges of 
about 7.5-10.0 km2 by plotting hunting flights on a map. Walz 
(2001), using the same technique, estimated areas of 13-35 km2 
in Germany.

Years later, home ranges were described by studies combining 
observation with VHF ground telemetry. Between 1997 and 1998, 
Nachtigall et al. (2003) monitored Red Kites in Germany during 
the breeding season and found that the home range (MCP 95%) 
of a male ranged from 6.2 to 8.0 km2 and of a female was 7.1 km2. 
Home ranges varied by month between 1.9 and 5.3 km2 for males 
and between 1.4 and 4.4 km2 for females, with August, outside the 
breeding season, being the month when the female had the largest 
home range and the male had the smallest home range. With the 
onset of autumn and reduced prey availability, the home range 

Photo: Sheep farm next to Sierra Salvada in Álava, with the 
presence of Red Kites through the winter. Red Kites visit 
livestock farms frequently on their daily movements in search 
of food. © Javier de la Puente

Red Kite movements can be studied by fitting GPS transmitters. 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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gradually increased. Another German study found home ranges 
of 8.7-38.4 km2 for successfully breeding males and 5.5-91.6 km2 
for females (MCP 95%) (Nachtigall et al. 2010). Nachtigall and 
Herold (2013) carried out similar studies in East Saxony (Ger-
many) during 2002 and 2003, finding home ranges of 9.1-11.1 
km2 (MCP 100%) for successfully breeding males. Mammen et 
al. (2014) found home ranges of 2.3-54.9 km2 for four breeding 
males and 0.5-74.4 km2 for females (MCP 95%).

From 2007 onwards, studies with GPS transmitters started to be 
used and the results better reflected the birds’ actual home ranges, 
showing all movements regardless of distance. Here we compare 
results from Germany, Switzerland and Spain sourced from the 
literature (table 16).

In Germany, 43 adults tagged with GPS transmitters from 2007 to 
2014 had home ranges with averages of 60.3 km2 and 114.5 km2 
(95% Kernel and MCP, respectively). In males that bred successfu-
lly, home ranges were from 4.8 to 507.1 km2 (n = 27; 95% Kernel; 
Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2015), while in females (n = 21) home ranges 
were smaller and spanned from 1.1 to 307.3 km2. Comparing by 
year, the mean home range size of all males spanned from 21 to 
186 km2, depending on prey availability. These German studies 
found huge inter-annual differences in home range size within 
the same breeding territories, up to a factor of 28 across years for 
males. Moreover, within a single breeding season there were also 
considerable differences in home range sizes depending on the 
number of chicks raised by the parents; kites with larger home 
ranges raised a single chick, indicating poorer quality territories 
and lower food availability, while pairs that raised more than one 
chick had intermediate to small home ranges.

A recent experimental study of GPS-tagged Red Kites in Swit-
zerland examined the relationship between food availability and 
climate (Baucks 2018). Males and females were found to behave 
differently. Females did not alter their home range size despite 
short-term environmental changes. However, males decreased 
their home range in adverse weather conditions, when supple-
mentary food was provided and when the chicks were older. These 
results can be explained by an increase in food search efficiency 
when energy demand is high or by a local increase in food availa-
bility. However, smaller home ranges in adverse conditions suggest 
that energy costs are so high that feeding is affected. It is likely that 
energy costs determine the behaviour of male Red Kites on a daily 
basis leading to changes in home range.

In Switzerland the mean daily home range size was 1.6 km², and 
the mean home range and MCP size for the whole breeding pe-
riod was 2.8 km² and 5.6 km², respectively. Birds used on average 
74.6% of their home range on a daily basis during the breeding 
period (Baucks 2018).

Red Kite home ranges for Spanish breeding populations were cal-
culated from SEO/BirdLife Migra programme data (Vidal-Mateo 
2019). GPS tags were fitted on 28 Red Kites in several areas where 
home ranges during breeding were 4.5 km2 and 3.3 km2 (95% 
Kernel) for males and females, respectively, with no significant 
difference between them.

In Castilla y León the home range for six female birds fitted with 
GPS transmitters was 87.6 km2 (MCP) and 1 km2 (95% Kernel) 
(“Actuaciones para la conservación del milano real en Castilla y 
León” project unpubl. data; table 17; figure 13), considerably 

Table 16. Size of home range (Minimum Convex Polygon and 95% Kernel in km2) found in different studies using GPS 
transmitters on adult Red Kites during breeding. Mean and standard deviation (S.D.) are shown.

Area Source MPC Kernel 95% N
  (Mean ± S. D.)  (Mean ± S. D.) 

Central Germany Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2015 114.5 60,3 43

West Switzerland Baucks 2018 5.6 ± 9.3 2.8 ± 3.4 44

Spain (Aragón, Castilla-La Mancha, Castilla y León, 
Extremadura, Balearic Islands, Madrid and Basque Country) 

Vidal-Mateo 2019 169.2 ± 187.4 3.7 ± 4.3 28

Castilla y León (Spain) Junta de Castilla y León unpubl. data 87.6 ± 103.1 1.0 ± 1.0 6
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Table 17. Size of home ranges and maximum distance to the 
nest of six breeding females in Castilla y León from March 
1st to June 30th.

Parameter Average home range (km2) Range
 & maximum distance to nest (km2) 

MPC 87.59 ± 103.07 15.62-253.38

95% Kernel 1.03 ± 1.02 0.16-2.68

50% Kernel  0.25 ± 0.34 0.03-0.82

Maximum distance to nest 9.35 ± 7.32 4.65-21.91
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lower than in other areas of Spain (Vidal-Mateo 2019). These 
low values may be due to the fact that only females were sampled, 
with somewhat smaller areas than males, and perhaps the home 
ranges were rich in food. Comparison of different areas should be 
carried out very carefully due to variations in sampling methods.
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Figure 13. Home ranges (MCP and Kernel polygons at 25%, 50%, 75% and 95%) of six adult breeding 
females from six provinces of Castilla y León from March 1st to June 30th.
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Habitat use

Knowledge of habitats used by Red Kites throughout their life cycle 
is vital for conservation and management of the species. There are 
various ways of studying the habitat used by a species. One is using 
Red Kite censuses and analysing the effect of environmental factors 
on abundance (Seoane et al. 2003). Another method to evaluate ha-
bitat use is to locate nests and compare the habitat around them with 
other randomly selected points to assess if choice of nesting location 
was random or a response to specific habitat variables (Katzenberger 
2019; Maciorowski et al. 2021). These approaches and their results 
are presented in the chapters on distribution and breeding biology. 
Finally, habitat use can be studied from GPS-tagged birds which 
provide information on daily foraging trips and habitat preferences.

In Spain, Red Kites mainly use non-irrigated farmland, forests, 
scrub and preferably, grassland and permanent crops, pastures 
and heterogeneous agricultural areas (López-López et al. 2015; 
Vidal-Mateo 2019). The areas used most are scrubland and agro-
forestry, both during and outside the breeding season, with no sig-
nificant difference between these two periods (López-López et al. 
2015). These results are consistent with other studies, showing the 
Red Kite’s preference for agroforestry systems with forest patches 
interspersed with open areas of grassland or crops, with suitable 
areas for nesting and foraging.

Breeding kites tagged in Castilla y León show similar spatial be-
haviour, with nests located in forest patches of different sizes and 
surrounded by open areas (figure 13). These results highlight 
the importance of preserving the agroforestry landscape and its 
heterogeneity, and are clear evidence of the influence of changes 
in land use for this species. For example, removing small forest 
patches from open agricultural or pastoral land can be detrimen-
tal for Red Kites as they lose nesting and roosting habitats (see 
chapter on Threats and conservation).

Red Kite breeding and foraging area in Castronuño (Valladolid), 
where patches of stone pine and maritime pine trees alternate 
with crops. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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Figure 14. Distance from the nest of six breeding adult females from different provinces of Castilla y León during the breeding 
season.
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Red Kite breeding habitat in the Sayago region (Zamora), where 
nesting occurs in holm oaks or oaks surrounded by pastures 
with abundant livestock. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Adult Red Kite prospecting territory. © Basilio Gil

Red Kite breeding and foraging area in the mountains of Palencia, nesting in riparian woodland surrounded by pastures with 
abundant livestock. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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Distances of adult movements from nest during 
the breeding season

One of the basic questions to be answered by using GPS transmi-
tters is understanding the distance which birds travel from their 
nests throughout the year. 

In Spanish breeding birds differences were found between sexes, 
where females moved distances of less than 250 m from the nest 
more frequently, while males moved distances greater than 1 km 
more often. During breeding, distances greater than 5 km are scar-
ce for both sexes, with maximum distances being less than 15 km 
from the nest (Vidal-Mateo 2019).

In Germany, of males during the breeding season, approximately 
45% were within 1 km from the nest and 90% within 4 km. Birds 
with very small or very large home ranges differed considerably from 
these average figures. Adults sometimes travel very long distances 
from the nest (up to more than 34 km) to visit distant grasslands 
during and shortly after harvest, due to the increased likelihood of 
prey availability at these sites (Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2015).

In Castilla y León the six females that were tagged during breeding 
confirmed these patterns (figures 13 and 14). In addition, during 
incubation and the first half of the nestling period, females hardly 
leave the nest and only come out to feed in the vicinity of the nests 
when the males bring them prey.

Behaviour of Iberian Red Kites throughout  
the year

Until recently it was thought that Spanish Red Kites were essentia-
lly sedentary, with some suggestions that the Spanish population 
may be partially migratory and wintering in West Africa, due to the 
fact that some individuals were seen crossing the Strait of Gibraltar 
from mid-September to mid-October and in the spring from end 
of February to May (Bernis 1980; Finlayson 1992). These birds 
could have been either young dispersing kites from southern Spain 
or the few Central European birds that cross to Africa in autumn, 
as discovered by GPS tagging; of several hundred tagged birds 
only a few reached Africa (R. Raab pers. comm.).

Recently, an increase in GPS tagging of adult Iberian Red Kites has 
enabled the spatial behaviour of the population throughout the year 
to be categorised into three different traits (García-Macía et al. in 
review). Most birds are sedentary all year, about a quarter move after 

Figure 15. Movements and distances from the nest of an adult 
female from Valladolid. Remaining around the nest from 
March to June, and performing post-breeding movements in 
mid-July until mid-October as far as 75 km northwest and 
staying approximately two months around Ricobayo reservoir 
(Zamora), an area of dehesa of holm oak with pastures and 
abundant livestock. This bird made two short visits to the 
breeding area.
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Figure 17. Movements and distances from the nest of an adult 
female from Zamora. This female remained near the nest all 
year except a mid-distance movement after chick independence. 
From the end of July to the end of August it remained in the 
Cega river (Segovia-Valladolid), 140 km east from the nest, a flat 
area of pine woods mixed with agricultural areas and abundant 
intensive livestock farming.

Figure 16. Movements and distances from the nest of an adult 
female from Soria. Remaining around the nest from mid-
February to mid-October. Subsequently, migrating about 350 
km southwest, with this pattern repeated every year in different 
destinations across Salamanca, Zamora, Ávila and Segovia, and 
of variable duration depending on the year (see detail on page 
112).
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Figure 18. Movements and distances from the nest of an adult 
female from Burgos. This was a sedentary bird that stayed 
within 20 km of the nest throughout the year.

Figure 19. Movements and distances from the nest of an adult 
female from Palencia. This bird performed post-breeding 
summer and winter movements but did not exhibit a pattern so 
as to be considered a migratory movement. After breeding she 
travelled to agricultural land in Medina de Rioseco (Valladolid) 
60 km from the nest and to Sahagún (León) about 120 km from 
the nest. During winter she travelled further to agricultural land 
in several areas within the provinces of Ávila, Palencia and 
Valladolid, up to 210 km from the nest.
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Figure 20. Movements and distances from the nest of an adult 
female from León. This bird remained very close to the nest 
during the whole year except for about three weeks after 
breeding when she travelled about 140 km south to dehesas 
of holm oak and high densities of livestock in Vitigudino 
(Salamanca). 
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One of the few adult birds tagged with a GPS transmitter that 
showed true migratory behaviour was a female from Soria. It was 
ringed and tagged on May 31st 2016, when it was rearing me-
dium-sized chicks. During the breeding period through to the 
beginning of October it stayed within 9 km of the nest. On Octo-
ber 9th she began a straight flight to the southwest reaching the 
province of Ávila in a couple of days. It spent the winter in Avila, 
Salamanca and Zamora, a maximum distance of 360 km from the 
nest. On February 4th it left the wintering area and returned to 
the nesting area in Soria via a similar route, again, in a couple 
of days. It bred in 2017, and left the breeding territory heading 
towards the southwest on October 30th reaching an area north 
of Ledesma (between Salamanca and Zamora) in a couple of days 
where it stayed for only two weeks, and on November 14th it re-
turned to the breeding area in Soria for the rest of the winter. In 
the first two winters of tracking, it mainly occupied areas of holm 
oak dehesa with pastures and abundant livestock. In subsequent 
years she continued to perform short migrations but the duration 
and distance became shorter. In the 2018-2019 wintering season 
it moved from October 28th to November 3rd to Arévalo (Ávila), 
220 km away, then it returned to the breeding area and later, from 
January 8th to 29th 2019 it went to Salamanca, 270 km away; in 
both trips away from its nesting area it mainly chose agricultural 
land. During the winter of 2019-2020, it only left the territory for 
one week travelling to Burgos, 75 km from the nest. Finally, during 
the winter 2020-2021 it did not migrate.

Although at a larger scale, this behaviour has also been docu-
mented in adult Central European migratory Red Kites, which 
shorten their migration and in a few years became sedentary. In 
the case of this particular female from Soria, it always migrated in 
the southwest direction and it progressively shortened both the 
migration distance and duration until becoming sedentary in a 
period of a few years.

MOVEMENTS OF AN ADULT FEMALE 
RED KITE FROM SORIA
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breeding and, finally, a small proportion are short-distance migrants, 
with well-defined breeding and wintering areas and migration phe-
nology consistent between years.

Pot-breeding summer movements seem to be exclusive to females, 
with variation in their duration and areas visited (García-Macía et 
al. in review). It is possible that these movements are explained 
by the quality of territories, as occurs in other raptors, as there is 
variation between individuals and inter annually within the same 
individuals. This aligns with what occurs in the German migratory 
breeding population (Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2015), which shows 
differences in home ranges among individuals according to terri-
tory quality, likely to affect the spatial behaviour of kites. Thus, 
birds with poorer territories would be forced to perform post-bre-
eding migrations within Spain either to the same wintering areas 
year after year or to perform wandering movements in search of 
food to different areas and for a variable duration.
 
In Castilla y León variation in behaviour has also been found and 
studied in detail in six females tagged in different provinces in recent 
years (figures 15 to 20). Among these there are some birds that are 
sedentary, some that perform post-breeding summer movements 
to areas far from their nests and some that are true short-distance 
migrants going to the same areas year after year. A breeding female 
from Burgos remained near the nest all year moving only to within 
20 km. Four females from León, Palencia, Valladolid and Zamora 
performed summer post-breeding movements of 140, 120, 70 and 
140 km respectively, when the chicks became independent.. The 
direction of movements from the nest was variable, with the birds 
from León and Palencia flying southwards in summer, those from 
Zamora to the west and those from Valladolid to the northwest. The 
birds must have familiarised themselves with these post-breeding 
destinations during their juvenile dispersal movements, when they 
would have identified these as areas rich in food and where to go 
to recover after a breeding period of high energy expenditure spent 
in areas poor in food. Finally, a female from Soria performed a mi-
gratory movement, wintering between 100 and 300 km from her 
nest, frequently moving among the provinces of Salamanca, Zamora, 
Ávila and Segovia, of variable duration depending on the year. Over 
the years, this female had a clear pattern of progressively shortening 
the migration distance until becoming virtually sedentary.

The variety of spatial behaviour shown by adult Red Kites is as-
tonishing. It is important to understand what causes these diffe-
rences and why some birds perform summer movements some 
years and not others.

JUVENILE DISPERSAL

The juvenile or natal dispersal of animals is the movements during 
the period that stretches from parental independence to settling in 
a territory or colony to attempt breeding (Donázar 1993). Juvenile 
dispersal are nomadic and exploratory movements, during the 
early stages of animals’ lives until they reach breeding age. It is a 
fundamental ecological mechanism that regulates both emigration 
and immigration of individuals of a given species between popu-
lations. It is therefore fundamental to population dynamics and 
genetic exchange between populations (Bowler and Benton 2005; 
Bonte et al. 2012; Clobert 2012; Matthysen 2012; Scherler 2020).

During their dispersal movements young Red Kites learn about 
habitats and quality of the territories through which they travel. 
This information will help them as adults to find their own bree-
ding territory, find alternative food sources when usual food su-
pplies are low during the course of the year, or when they need to 
migrate or leave the breeding territories early in summer.

It is possible that during dispersal, Red Kites acquire ´personal 
information´ as a result of their interaction with the environment 
(Dall et al. 2005) and ‘socially acquired information’ by observing 
other individuals (Doligez et al. 2003) that allows them to assess 
the environmental quality of the places they visit. Young Red Kites 
navigate long distances and when visiting areas for the first time 
will decide to stay there because they meet the conditions they 
need, mainly food and, possibly in many cases, via conspecifics 
from whom they receive more information about these temporary 
settlement areas.

The Red Kite is a long-lived bird of prey that can reach 26 years 
of age in the wild and up to 38 years in captivity (Carter 2001). 
The transition between departure from the natal nest and settling 
as a breeder can last several years. This behaviour is very diffe-
rent between Iberian and more northerly birds. The former are 
barely migratory and can carry out these dispersal movements 
uninterrupted. In contrast, the Red Kites from central and nor-
thern Europe must interrupt their juvenile dispersal with their 
annual migrations, as they have distinct, well-defined breeding 
and wintering areas far from each other. Each year they perform 
a spring migration from the wintering grounds to the breeding 
grounds and in autumn they move in the opposite direction during 
the autumn migration. It is therefore likely that Iberian kites will 
acquire the necessary information to settle more quickly than their 
northern congeners, which are obliged to spend several months in 
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their southern European wintering quarters while their breeding 
areas are often covered by snow.

On the other hand, detailed knowledge of dispersal areas should 
be considered a priority for the designation of protected areas in 
the management and conservation of endangered species.
Until recently, the dispersal movements of Red Kite were practically 
unknown. From 2010, the information on juvenile dispersal beca-
me available with the numerous GPS transmitter studies in several 
areas of Spain. In Switzerland, the last decade has seen a great effort 
in tagging and studying juvenile dispersal (Scherler 2020).

In Spain, most Red Kite chicks fledge during June and, in general, 
become independent from their parents during July (Vidal-Mateo 

2019), after about four weeks with their parents improving their 
flight techniques. However, some fledge as early as May in Spain. 

Departure from the natal territory and independence from their 
parents marks the start of juvenile dispersal which is an impor-
tant part in the life cycle of a young kite, departing from familiar 
environments with an aim to explore and search new habitats. 
Climatic conditions indirectly affect the timing of departure, and 

Young Red Kite. During their first years of life Iberian Red Kites 
navigate through large areas during their juvenile dispersal, 
without migratory behaviour in contrast to most central and 
northern Europe young birds. © Günther Karmann
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A young Red Kite feeding on the remains of a lamb. Often young 
birds settle temporarily in areas with abundant livestock.
© Günther Karmann

Movements during the month of August of the first calendar 
year Red Kite GPS tagged in Ávila. Its movements in the 
northern area of the Adolfo Suárez Madrid-Barajas airport 
(Madrid) are shown.

favourable food availability allows an early departure from the na-
tal area (Scherler 2020). Also, late hatching dates are compensated 
by an early departure age. Early dispersal seems to be more bene-
ficial than prolonging the period of stay in the natal area with the 
parents in terms of the future life of a young kite. In Switzerland 
median age at independence was 84 days (range 61 to 187 days). 
If on average Red Kites start to fly at 55 days (Bustamante 1993) 
the Swiss Red Kites’ period of dependence would have varied 
between 6 and 106 days (Scherler 2020).

In Spain, seven juveniles were tagged with GPS transmitters to 
study juvenile dispersal during the first two years (Vidal-Mateo 
2019). These birds initiated dispersal from July 9th to 25th and 
showed great variation in their movements. Individuals from the 
Balearic Islands remained a few tens of kilometres from the nest, 
in the north of the island, but the peninsular birds were more 
frequently found further away, generally more than 100 km from 
the nest. It was documented that birds often had temporary se-
ttlements at short distances to the nest, one of them less than 10 
km, but in some cases further, up to 651 km.

Maximum distances reached by juveniles in dispersal are highly 
variable. Although Iberian birds do not usually leave the Iberian 
Peninsula, some from northern Spain do reach southern France, 
such as some young from Álava (Diputación Foral de Álava own 
data). Furthermore, it is believed that a small proportion of the 

Red Kites that cross to North Africa through the Strait of Gibraltar 
are young born in Spain on dispersal movements (A. Onrubia 
pers. comm.).

In Castilla y León, six young birds tagged with GPS transmitters 
from 2016 to 2020 showed variation in their dispersal behaviour 
(figures 21 to 26). Maximum distances to their natal nests du-
ring their first year varied from 75 to 580 km. The intensity of 
movements is highly variable, with individuals travelling great 
distances and others being much less mobile. 

There are individuals that move constantly but in several direc-
tions, such as a young bird from Valladolid (figure 21), although 
most do perform dispersal movements in one direction: from Za-
mora to the south and north-east, from Burgos to the south-west, 
from Ávila to the south-east, from León to the south-west and 
from Soria also to the south-west. These young birds seem to 
have a preference for dispersal towards the south of their nests, 
although information from other geographic areas is needed to 
determine whether this is a general pattern or whether it is due 
to the geographic location of Castilla y León within the Iberian 
Peninsula. In fact, Vidal-Mateo (2019), tracked seven young kites 
in his study and also found a preference for southward dispersal 
from areas in the centre, north and west of the Iberian Peninsu-
la. Young Red Kites from the Balearic Islands tend to settle in 
specific areas of the natal island.
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Figure 21. Movements and distances from the nest of a young 
Red Kite from Valladolid during its first year of life. This 
bird remained most of the time about 150 km from the nest 
in Castilla y León and moved briefly to the north of Cáceres. 
This bird spent most of its time in the surroundings of its own 
nest and in two other large areas north of Valladolid and east 
of Burgos.

Figure 22. Movements and distances from the nest of a young 
Red Kite from Zamora during its first year of life. This bird 
remained during its first year of life at a distance of less than 
80 km from its nest, staying in Castilla y León. It moved south 
and northeast within Zamora and into Valladolid in the same 
direction. In Zamora, where it spent more time, it explored 
areas of dehesa with abundant livestock, and in Valladolid it 
visited agricultural areas.
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Figure 23. Movements and distances from the nest of a young 
Red Kite from Burgos during its first year of life. This bird 
left its natal area in mid-July and after crossing Soria and La 
Rioja it settled south of the city of Burgos for four months, in 
an agricultural area with forest patches about 40 km northwest 
of the nest. In early November it moved south and settled in the 
province of Cáceres, about 350 km from the nest. In May 2021 
it returned to the area near to the nest and then moved again to 
settle in an agricultural area with high rabbit densities east of 
Madrid, about 200 km from its nest.

Figure 24. Movements and distances from the nest of a juvenile 
from Avila during its first year of life. In mid-July it moved 140 
km from its nest, across Valladolid and arriving to the north 
of Zamora, only to return towards the nest and then move to 
Segovia, where it settled for a few weeks in a grassland area 
high in livestock in Villacastín. In August, it moved to the area 
of the Adolfo Suárez Madrid-Barajas airport in Madrid, where 
it stayed for two months. At the end of September it moved 
to the landfill of Pinto (Madrid), where it stayed until the end 
of January, before it moved to an area between Brunete and 
Móstoles (Madrid) until the end of its first year of life. Later 
in March it performed a rapid single movement to Ciudad 
Real when it reached the maximum distance from the nest 
of 170 km.
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Figure 25. Movements and distances from the nest of a juvenile 
from León during its first year of life. At the end of July it moved 
towards the north of León, Galicia and Portugal, and then 
settled further south, between Salamanca and Zamora until 
the beginning of May. It then moved to the south of Portugal 
and Badajoz, returned to Zamora, and at the end of May went 
to the south of Portugal near Alentejo, at a maximum distance 
from the nest of 500 km. In June it then returned to Salamanca 
and Zamora.

Figure 26. Movements and distances from the nest of a 
juvenile Red Kite from Soria during its first year of life. This 
bird performed long distance movements within the Iberian 
peninsula. It departed the natal area at the beginning of July and 
settled in Villacastín (Segovia). In mid-October it performed 
a fast long distance movement for one week through Castilla 
y León, Extremadura, Portugal and northern Huelva, to a 
maximum distance of 580 km from the nest and then returned 
to Villacastín. At the end of November, it moved to Logrosán 
(Cáceres) in an area of dehesa of holm oak with abundant 
livestock. In March it moved to Córdoba, some 450 km from the 
nest, throughout April it returned very close to its birthplace, 
and during May and June it settled in Navarra, in an agricultural 
area 60 km from the nest.
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Behaviour according to age

Dispersal movements of young Red Kites differ over time and 
have a clear tendency to decrease over consecutive years until 
birds settle to breed in an area. Vidal-Mateo (2019) found that 
the mean daily distance travelled was 10.6 ± 4.7 km/day during 
the first year of dispersal and 8.2 ± 5.1 km/day in the second year. 
Birds remained for longer in temporary settlement areas during the 
second year with a decrease in daily longer distance movements. 
Total areas covered by these juveniles ranged from 787-91,211 
km2 and 133-28,103 km2 ( 95% kernel) for the first and second 
year, respectively (Vidal-Mateo 2019).

Due to the high juvenile mortality rate of Red Kites, complete 
datasets on fledging to settling to breed are limited. However, we 
are able to present detailed information from three GPS tagged 
birds from Castilla y León, which followed the pattern described 
by Vidal-Mateo (2019) and for which we have information up to 
their third year when some Red Kites attempt to breed for the 
first time.

The distance from the nest of movements of juveniles decreases 
with age of the birds. The average distance to the nest of longer 
movements in terms of distance and duration, from the time of 
independence until the end of the year, is 93 km. The following 
year this average distance drops to 72 km and visits to the natal 
area are frequent, and in the third year the average distance is only 
22 km, as kites remain short distances from the natal nest most of 
the time (table 18).
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Table 18. Distances by year of the movements of three young 
Red Kites during their first, second and third calendar years. 
The first year is from fledging until December 31st and the 
other two years represent complete calendar years. Shown as 
mean and standard deviation in kilometres, age in calendar 
year (CY).

Individual 1CY 2CY 3CY

Valladolid-191708 119.4 ± 44.7 74.1 ± 85.8 27.7 ± 62.0

Ávila-REKI21 85.5 ± 46.5 81.1 ± 34.0 15.3 ± 3.2

Ávila-REKI31 73.6 ± 29.9 62.2 ± 49.2 23.3 ± 26.8
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Figure 27. Movements and distances to the natal nest of a bird 
from Valladolid during its first three calendar years. It is not 
breeding in its third year and continues to move long distances 
but is already settling near the natal area.

Figure 28. Movements and distance from the natal nest of a 
bird from Avila during its first three calendar years. It becomes 
territorial and breeds successfully in third calendar year, about 
15 km from its natal nest.
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One of the few birds tagged as a chick with a GPS transmitter 
that reached adulthood under the “Actuaciones para la conser-
vación del milano real en Castilla y León” project, behaved as 
shown in figure 28. It was ringed and tagged as a chick about 
45 days old in Ávila and undertook its first flights on June 21st 
2018. It remained in the vicinity of the nest improving its flying 
techniques and learning to hunt and search for food with its 
parents and siblings for approximately four weeks.

On July 14th it became independent and departed to the nor-
thwest to a distance of 175 km, to the northwest corner of the 
province of Zamora. From there it returned to the natal nest 
area, but did not stop there and continued to the area of Villa-
castín (Segovia), where it stayed from July 19th to August 2nd. 
Subsequently, it flew southeast and settled in an area with high 
rabbit density in the vicinity of the Adolfo Suárez Madrid-Ba-
rajas airport in Madrid, even using areas inside the airport; it 
stayed there from August 2nd to September 24th. It then flew 
south to the area of Valdemingómez landfill (Madrid) and tem-
porarily settled until the end of 2018; it foraged in the landfill 
and surrounding areas which are rich in rabbits and roosted in 
a communal roost with a large number of wintering Red Kites.

On January 22nd it moved northwest to settle in Madrid, be-
tween Brunete and Móstoles, in areas with high rabbit densities. 
In February it began some exploratory flights to the northwest 
and frequently visited the provinces of Ávila and Segovia, often 
visiting the vicinity of its natal nest. However, in summer it retur-
ned to the same area between Brunete and Móstoles, feeding on 
the abundance of rabbits. Later, it spent most of the winter at the 
Valdemingómez landfill, but with frequent visits to the Brunete 
area. In its third calendar year, when it reached sexual maturity, 
it changed its behaviour and became territorial.

MOVEMENTS OF A YOUNG RED KITE FROM ÁVILA UNTIL 
SETTLING AS A BREEDING BIRD

At the beginning of January, it moved to its natal area and settled at 
a nest 15 km from its natal nest, where it managed to rear chicks. 
Unfortunately, in August of that year the transmitter failed and this 
bird was never heard from again. This behaviour is described as 
natal philopatry, as the bird returned to the natal area.

It can be concluded that this individual showed typical spatial 
behaviour for the species, with dispersal in its first and second 
calendar year and returning to the natal area to breed in the third 
calendar year. During these movements it settled in areas seaso-
nally, exploiting highly humanised and agricultural areas with a 
high availability of rabbits or with the presence of large landfills, 
and using the large communal roosts with wintering Central Eu-
ropean Red Kites.
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This demonstrates the philopatric character of Red Kites, which 
show a marked tendency to return to the natal area to settle down 
to breed when reaching breeding age (figures 27 to 29).

Sexual maturity, territory establishment and 
change in movement patterns

Juvenile dispersal ends when Red Kites pair up and settle in a 
territory, which is usually near the natal area (Newton et al. 1989; 
David et al. 2017). It appears that Black Kites are attracted to the 
presence of other individuals of their own species, and are also 
able to assess the suitability of a given area based on the breeding 
success of the kites that have settled there (Forero et al. 1999; 
Sergio and Penteriani 2005).

Figure 29. Movements and distance from the natal nest of a bird 
from Avila during its first three calendar years. It is not breeding 
in its third year and continues to move away from the nest, but 
there is a clear pattern of settlement near the natal area.
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In France, a mean distance from the natal nest to subsequent bree-
ding site of 6.5 km (range = 2.1-10.2 km) was recorded, very similar 
in both sexes (7.4 km and 6.1 km in males and females, respectively; 
David et al. 2017). In Great Britain, several juveniles travelled up 
to a maximum of 22 km from their natal nest to the site of the first 
breeding attempt (Newton et al. 1989). In the Czech Republic a 
bird settled 40 km from its natal nest (Nemček 2013). A young bird 
tagged in Madrid settled 8.8 km from the natal nest (Iglesias-Lebrija 
et al. 2015), and another from Ávila settled in its third calendar year, 
when it was two years old, 15 km from its natal nest.

Young Red Kite at the end of wintering in the province of 
Huesca flying over the feeding station of Las Pichillas (Binaced).
© Günther Karmann

MIGRATION OF CENTRAL 
EUROPEAN BIRDS TO SPAIN

Spain is the main wintering area for European Red Kites, with a 
wintering population estimated at around 50,000 birds in 2014 
(Molina 2015). However, southern France also supports a im-
portant wintering population and increasingly more birds are 
wintering in other countries where they did not used to winter, 
or in relatively low numbers, until a few years ago, such as Swe-
den, Switzerland and Denmark (Aebischer and Scherler 2021; 
Vidal-Mateo et al. 2021; see Distribution and demography chap-
ter). In addition, there are some wintering areas to the east, such 
as Italy and the Balkans (Fulco et al. 2017; Raab et al. 2017; 
Panter et al. 2021).
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Below we describe the origin of the birds wintering in Spain, how 
they migrate from the breeding to the wintering areas, changes in 
migratory behaviour, and how they use habitats in Spain during 
winter. For a broader view of migration of Red Kites at the Euro-
pean level, see Aebischer and Scherler (2021) and Vidal-Mateo 
et al. (2021).

Origin of the birds wintering in Spain

According to information from the 534 ring recoveries from 
Red Kites fitted with metal rings in other countries and later 
found in Spain, 425 birds were ringed in Germany (79% of 
the total), 41 in Switzerland (8%), 40 in France (7%), 13 in 
Belgium, 10 in Sweden, 2 in Denmark, 2 in Poland and 1 in 
Great Britain (table 19, figure 30; SEO/BirdLife Ringing Office 
Database 2021).
 
It is assumed that the ringing scheme denotes country of origin as 
most birds are ringed as nestlings.However, ringing data are only 
a rough estimate of the composition of the wintering population 
in terms of country of origin, due to the lack of information about 
the ringing effort in each country.

A sample of 600 wintering Red Kites were handled in Binaced 
(Huesca) and fitted with wing tags, and 134 of these were later 
recovered in other countries: 58 in France, 51 in Germany, 33 in 
Switzerland, 2 in the Czech Republic, 1 in Hungary, 1 in Poland 
and 1 in Sweden (De la Puente et al. 2015; table 19).

Finally, out of the 49 wintering Red Kites fitted with GPS trans-
mitters in Spain (in Segovia, Huesca and Álava), 73.5% returned 
to Germany, 18.4% to Switzerland and the remaining 8% travelled 
to Austria, Denmark, France and Poland (table 19; R. Raab and J. 
de la Puente unpubl. data).

In summary, Spain receives wintering birds from at least 11 more 
northern countries but mainly from Germany, France and Swit-
zerland, the three countries that host almost 60% of the European 
Red Kite population. In Europe, the British (17%) and Spanish 
(6.6%) populations are sedentary, or at least do not move out-
side their country. The low number of Red Kites from a more 
Eastern origin is explained by the small size of the populations 
from eastern countries and whose wintering areas are towards the 
east, such as Italy or Greece (Literák et al. 2019; Maciorowski 
et al. 2019).
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Figure 30. Map of distribution, by country of origin, of ring 
recoveries of Red Kites ringed in other countries and found 
in Spain. 

Table 19. Percentage of countries of origin of Red Kite recoveries 
by tagging method. Data sources: ring recoveries of birds ringed 
in other countries and found in Spain (SEO/BirdLife Ringing 
Office Database 2021), wing-tag recoveries of birds ringed 
in Huesca during winter and found in other countries (De la 
Puente et al. 2015), and destination country of birds fitted with 
GPS in areas of Spain (Álava, Huesca and Segovia) (R. Raab 
and J. de la Puente unpubl. data).

Country Recoveries Wing-tags GPS transmitters

Germany 79,6 34,7 73,5

Switzerland 7,7 22,4 18,4

France 7,5 39,5 8,0

Austria 0,0 0,0 8,0

Belgium 2,4 0,0 0,0

Sweden 1,9 0,7 0,0

Denmark 0,4 0,0 8,0

Poland 0,4 0,7 8,0

United Kingdom 0,2 0,0 0,0

Czech Republic 0,0 1,4 0,0

Hungary 0,0 0,7 0,0

Sample size 534 147 49

Working area Spain Huesca Álava, Huesca and Segovia
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Examples of wing-tagged birds: juvenile photographed on March 8th 2012 in Ávila wing-tagged the previous year in Germany 
© Tatavasco (top left); juvenile with French wing-taggs photographed in Huesca on March 11th 2016 and with a Spanish colour-
coded leg ring © Günther Karmann (top right); third-year bird with Spanish wing-taggs photographed in Huesca on March 12th 
2012 and metal ringed on November 13th 2011 at the same place © Günther Karmann (bottom left); wintering bird feeding at the 
feeding station of Las Pichillas (Binaced, Huesca) in November 2020, ringed on June 6th 2019 in Doksy (Czech Republic), 1,500 
km from where it was photographed © LIFE Eurokite (bottom right). The accumulation of a large number of subsequent encounters 
of individually marked birds through metal, colour ring or wing-tagg readings has provided useful information to enable the study 
of the origin of wintering birds, winter site fidelity and adult survival of European Red Kites.
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Autumn migration

In autumn, most Red Kites breeding in north-eastern Europe mi-
grate south or south-west to spend the winter mainly in southern 
France and the Iberian Peninsula (Del Hoyo et al. 1994; Vidal-Ma-
teo et al. 2021; Panter et al. 2021). Although the western flyway 
concentrates the greatest number of birds, Italy and the Balkan 
peninsula could also be important wintering areas for Central and 
Eastern Europe Red Kites. In fact, of the 15 Red Kites fitted with 
transmitters in Austria, Czech Republic and Slovakia, 8 travelled 
to Italy or east of the Adriatic Sea (figure 31; Raab et al. 2017).

Red Kites arrive in Spain crossing the Pyrenees from October 
to November, mainly through the western cols (mountain pass) 
(figures 31 to 35; Urcun and Bried 1998; Urcun 2007). The 
Pyrenean col where most birds are counted is Organbidexka, 
although high numbers can also be observed in other western 
cols, such as Lindux or Lizarrieta, depending on weather con-
ditions (Urcun and Bried 1998). The number of birds crossing 
the eastern part of the Pyrenees is notably lower, at cols such as 
Eyne (figure 31).

At the Organbidexka col, an average of 3,080 individuals per year 
were observed in the period 1981-2008, (Filippi-Codaccioni et al. 
2010), and an average of 7,064 birds per year in the period 2013-
2021, with a record in 2021 of more than 15,000 kites. Regular 
migration counts in the Pyrenees, recorded a decline between 
1986 and 2006 (Urcun and Bried 1998; Urcun 2007; Mission 
Migration 2018), with a later recovery in numbers (figure 32). At 
Falsterbo (southern Sweden), a bottleneck for the migration of 
Swedish Red Kites, the number has increased (Kjellén and Roos 
2000; Kjellén 2017), possibly due to an increase in the breeding 
population of Red Kites in Sweden (Kjellén and Roos 2000), with 
a maximum of 4,654 birds on passage through Falsterbo in 2020 
(Falsterbo Fagelstation 2021).

Gathering of Red Kites at a feeding station in the province of 
Huesca during storm Filomena in January 2021. Red kites are 
very gregarious in winter, both for feeding and roosting.
© LIFE Eurokite
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In the Pyrenean cols the migration period of Red Kites lasts more 
than two months, with a regular peak in October (figure 33). In 
2021, Red Kites were recorded on passage from August 12th to 
November 13th, with a maximum of 3,093 birds on October 11th 
(Trektellen 2021). They are most likely to cross during the war-
mest hours of the day but a considerable number of birds also 
pass during the first and last hours of the day. This is probably 
related to the gathering of birds in roosts within the foothills of the 
mountain range before crossing the Pyrenees the following mor-
ning. In addition, a decrease in the relative percentage of young 
birds crossing, compared to adults, has been documented for the 
period 1981-2006, which could be explained by lower produc-
tivity (Urcun 2007).

Once across the Pyrenees, some of the kites move southwards 
along the Ebro Valley until they reach the Iberian System; others 
follow the Cantabrian coast, entering the northern part of the Nor-
thern Plateau, and a majority travel through south of Navarra, 
Álava and north of Burgos reaching the Duero Valley, Extrema-
dura and Andalusia, thus avoiding the large Central and Iberian 
Mountain Systems (figure 34; Viñuela et al. 1999).

The Red Kite is a very scarce migrant through the Strait of 
Gibraltar (Onrubia 2015). However, its passage across Africa 
is regular and a few dozen are counted annually during stan-
dardised counts by Migres programme, normally with Black 

Kites (A. Onrubia pers. comm.). Bernis (1980) recorded 40-60 
Red Kites crossing in the 1970s. Onrubia (2015) reported an 
average of 25 birds per autumn crossing the Strait in the period 
1976-1977, 33 in the period 1999-2000, and 19 in 2011-2012. 
Therefore, it seems that the small contingent of birds crossing 
to Africa from Spain through the Strait of Gibraltar has been 
maintained. It is possible that birds migrating early through 
the Strait in August-September are breeders from the Iberian 
Peninsula, although the passage of birds from Central Europe 
to Africa through the Strait of Gibraltar has been confirmed by 
satellite tagging (Orta et al. 2019).

Figure 31. Map with main Red Kite flyways in Europe during 
migration (modified from Aebischer and Scherler 2021).

Figure 32. Counts of Red Kites at four mountain cols (mountain 
passes) in the Pyrenees (Spain-France) and at Falsterbo Bird 
Observatory (Sweden) during autumn migration, 2013 to 2021. 
The western cols of the Pyrenees (Organbidexka, Lindux and 
Lizarrieta) are more important than in the east(Eyne). (Mission 
Migration 2018; Falsterbo Fagelstation 2021).
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Although sea crossings are rare in Red Kites, central European 
birds have been documented crossing the Adriatic Sea and even 
reaching the coasts of Algeria and Tunisia via Corsica and Sardi-
nia (Raab et al. 2017). In addition, there is a record of a juvenile 
tagged in Huesca in March 2010 and recaptured at a feeding site 
in Mallorca in January 2011 (J. de la Puente and FAB unpubl. 
data). Pertinently it is assumed that the Balearic Islands are not on 
a migration route and that wintering birds are from the resident 
population.

Pfeiffer and Meyburg (2009) described the migration routes of 
nine Red Kites fitted with satellite transmitters in Germany be-
tween 2002 and 2005. In Switzerland, Aebischer (2009b) also 
tagged 11 individuals with satellite transmitters, following their 
migration to Spain and southern France. In recent years, Red 
Kite GPS transmitter monitoring programmes have been initia-
ted in different countries (table 20), such as Switzerland, where 
44 chicks were tagged in 2015 and more in subsequent years 
(Scherler et al. 2015) and in Czech Republic, Slovakia, Austria 
(Raab et al. 2017; Literák et al. 2018) and Poland (Maciorowski 
et al. 2019). Birds travel mainly during the warmest hours of 
the day, between 9:00 and 15:00 h (Urcun and Bried 1998), 
and may form flocks of tens of individuals. However, most often 
they migrate in smaller groups of less than 10 birds (Urcun and 
Bried 1998; Gatter 2000).

Figure 33. Monthly counts of Red Kites at the Pyrenean col of 
Organbidexka during the autumn passage 2021 (adapted from 
information sourced from Trektellen 2021).
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Most wintering Red Kites enter Spain through the Pyrenean 
mountain passes in October. The col of Lizarrieta (Etxalar) in 
Navarre is one of the best known bird migration sites in the 
western Pyrenees. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti (top left and right)

Figure 34. Detail of routes across the Pyrenees of 12 birds that 
were satellite tagged in winter in Spain (Álava, Huesca and 
Segovia) between 2019 and 2020. They clearly show that most 
birds cross the Pyrenees through the west (R. Raab and J. de la 
Puente unpubl. data).
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Table 20. Parameters of Red Kite migration from review of literature.

Parameters Age Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2009 García-Macía et al. 2021 Maciorowski et al. 2019 Literák et al. 2019 Aebischer 2009b

Number of Red Kites  9 49 17 (chicks) 4 (chicks) 11 (chicks) 
  (2 chicks and 7 adults) (27 juveniles and 22 adults)  

Breeding area  Germany Several countries Poland Austria Switzerland

Wintering area  Spain Spain Spain, France and Grecia Italy and Tunisia Spain and France

 Spring migration 

Migratory movements  4 83   

Average start date Adults February 23rd- February 26th (last week    January 4th-March 14th 
  February 18th-26th January-mid-April)   

 Juveniles August 22nd April 8th (mid-February-first   March 10th - April 26h 
   week of June)  

Average arrival date Adults March 8th March 10th (first week of February- 
  (March 5th-12th) last week of April)   

 Juveniles  April 26th   
   (first week of March - last week of June)   

Duration in days Adults 14 (8-22) 14 ± 5   

 Juveniles  19 ± 11   

Stopover days Adults  2 ± 3   

 Juveniles  5 ± 6   

Daily movements Adults  134.2 ± 37.1  
(km/day)   (maximum 253.4 ± 92.1)   

 Juveniles  98.9 ± 21.2  
   (maximum 2. 517.14 ± 41.2) )   

Average speed (km/h) Adults  18.2 ± 4.3   

 Juveniles  16.8 ± 3.4   

Autumn migration 

Migratory movementss  7 39 17 4 

Average start date Adults October 8th October 20th (last week 
  (October 3rd-11th) of August-mid December)   

 Juveniles September 14th  August 16th July 27th September 27th-October 9th 
  (August 22dn-October 8th)  (June 25th -October 1st) (July 23rd-August 1st) 

Average arrival date Adults October 26th November 21st (first week 
  (October 21st -November 7th) of November-last week of January)   

 Juveniles October 20th  November 11th  3-25 de octubre 
  (October 7th-November 2nd)  (October 11th -March 11th)  

Duration in days Adults 19 (11-28) 32 ± 25   

 Juveniles 37 (26-47)  91.5 ± 45.2 (27-236)  7-27

Stopover days Adults  14 ± 23   

 Juveniles   37.5 ± 10.7 (20-51)  

Daily movements Adults  86.2 ± 17.7 (maximum: 187.7 ± 44.3)   
(km/day)

 Juveniles     

Average speed (km/h) Adults  13.5 ± 3.5   

 Juveniles  16.8 ± 3.4 17.8 ± 9.4  
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Table 20. Parameters of Red Kite migration from review of literature.

Parameters Age Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2009 García-Macía et al. 2021 Maciorowski et al. 2019 Literák et al. 2019 Aebischer 2009b

Number of Red Kites  9 49 17 (chicks) 4 (chicks) 11 (chicks) 
  (2 chicks and 7 adults) (27 juveniles and 22 adults)  

Breeding area  Germany Several countries Poland Austria Switzerland

Wintering area  Spain Spain Spain, France and Grecia Italy and Tunisia Spain and France

 Spring migration 

Migratory movements  4 83   

Average start date Adults February 23rd- February 26th (last week    January 4th-March 14th 
  February 18th-26th January-mid-April)   

 Juveniles August 22nd April 8th (mid-February-first   March 10th - April 26h 
   week of June)  

Average arrival date Adults March 8th March 10th (first week of February- 
  (March 5th-12th) last week of April)   

 Juveniles  April 26th   
   (first week of March - last week of June)   

Duration in days Adults 14 (8-22) 14 ± 5   

 Juveniles  19 ± 11   

Stopover days Adults  2 ± 3   

 Juveniles  5 ± 6   

Daily movements Adults  134.2 ± 37.1  
(km/day)   (maximum 253.4 ± 92.1)   

 Juveniles  98.9 ± 21.2  
   (maximum 2. 517.14 ± 41.2) )   

Average speed (km/h) Adults  18.2 ± 4.3   

 Juveniles  16.8 ± 3.4   

Autumn migration 

Migratory movementss  7 39 17 4 

Average start date Adults October 8th October 20th (last week 
  (October 3rd-11th) of August-mid December)   

 Juveniles September 14th  August 16th July 27th September 27th-October 9th 
  (August 22dn-October 8th)  (June 25th -October 1st) (July 23rd-August 1st) 

Average arrival date Adults October 26th November 21st (first week 
  (October 21st -November 7th) of November-last week of January)   

 Juveniles October 20th  November 11th  3-25 de octubre 
  (October 7th-November 2nd)  (October 11th -March 11th)  

Duration in days Adults 19 (11-28) 32 ± 25   

 Juveniles 37 (26-47)  91.5 ± 45.2 (27-236)  7-27

Stopover days Adults  14 ± 23   

 Juveniles   37.5 ± 10.7 (20-51)  

Daily movements Adults  86.2 ± 17.7 (maximum: 187.7 ± 44.3)   
(km/day)

 Juveniles     

Average speed (km/h) Adults  13.5 ± 3.5   

 Juveniles  16.8 ± 3.4 17.8 ± 9.4  

In Spain, there are several initiatives using GPS tracking of winte-
ring Red Kites. The 16 Red Kites were tagged in different provin-
ces since 2013 (Vidal-Mateo et al. 2015), 49 wintering birds from 
across Álava, Huesca and Segovia (García-Macía et al. 2021; R. 
Raab and J. de la Puente unpubl. data). In recent years, hundreds 
of birds have been monitored with GPS trackers under the LIFE 
Eurokite framework, which will inform about migratory move-
ments in the future.

The majority of adults start autumn migration in October, but it 
can span from the end of August to the end of December. Young 
birds generally depart breeding grounds earlier than adults. This 
migration lasts between 19 and 32 days, but with large variation. 
Arrival to the wintering grounds spans from the end of October 
to mid-November. The arrival of young birds is earlier than adults 
and generally spans from October to early November.

Adults travel an average of 86 km per day at an average speed of 
13.5 km/h, while young birds travel slightly faster, at 16.8 km/h. 
In autumn migration the birds that stopover do it for an average 
of 14 days per bird. Depending on the country of origin they 
travel distances of between 300 and 2,300 km (table 20) to reach 

Figure 35. Map of migratory routes of 12 birds that were satellite 
tagged in winter in Spain (Álava, Huesca and Segovia) between 
2019 and 2020 (R. Raab and J. de la Puente unpubl. data).
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Spain. In Falsterbo, earlier departure of juveniles was observed 
(Kjellén 1992, 1994), although Nachtigall (2008), using wing 
tags, recorded mixed results, and Urcun & Bried (1998) indicate 
that juveniles migrate later than adults in the Pyrenees. These 
observations suggest an overlap in the departure dates of adults 
and juveniles, although based on the more reliable GPS data we 
learned that phenology of juveniles is earlier than adults.

Most birds migrate directly to their wintering grounds, with short 
stops to feed. However, some birds delay their arrival to the final 
destination with stopovers (between 17 and 45 days) where they 
perform short flights before resuming their journey. Some birds 
do not reach their final destination until the third week of January. 
Examples illustrate this behaviour. One bird departed Switzerland 
on October 30th and stopped 45 days in Lozère (southern France) 
and 18 days in Navarre (northern Spain), arriving on 23 January 
at the wintering area, where it had been ringed and tagged the 
previous winter. Another kite behaved in the same way for three 
consecutive years: it departed from Lubusz (western Poland) and 
stayed in eastern Germany for several weeks before resuming its 
journey to Spain; in one of the years it stopped in Cantal and Gers 
(France) without reaching Spain.

Behaviour of wintering birds

Adult wintering Red Kites from more northerly populations stay 
in Spain for about four months in November to February, whereas 
juveniles tend to stay longer, up to about five months, with a later 
departure from wintering areas (Vidal-Mateo et al. 2021).

During winter, Red Kites are not tied to their territory, and most of 
them are far away from them and gather in communal roosts. Their 
movements in winter are usually linked to habitats rich in food and 
the roosts are the focal point of their daily commutes. However, 
some birds change their wintering area throughout the season.

Almost two decades ago, between 2002 and 2005, wintering mo-
vements of Red Kites in Spain were studied for the first time; of 
nine birds tagged in Germany (Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2009). Most 
of the birds wintered in a single area. However, one adult fema-
le, which was tracked during five consecutive migration periods, 
spent the first two winters in the same area of south-western Spain 
and, in the third, flew only as far as northern Spain, changing the 
wintering area by more than 130 km. In the fourth year it spent 
the winter in its breeding area and the following year it migrated a 

week earlier than in the first three years to western Spain, where it 
was found dead in December (Pfeiffer and Meyburg 2009).

In Spain, a more recent study investigated the movement of winte-
ring Red Kites from 44 GPS-GSM transmitter tagged birds (Gar-
cía-Macía et al. in review). Most of the birds spent more than three 
months in their wintering areas, showing the two types of spatial 
behaviour already documented years ago by German researchers. 
Whereas 86% of the kites had a single wintering area, 14% had two 
wintering areas at an average distance of 300 km apart. In addition, 
there was large variation in the size of the home ranges between 
individuals, with adults having smaller home ranges compared 
to immatures, probably due to a better knowledge of the territory 
enabling them to forage in higher quality areas.

In Doñana (Spain), different behaviour between Iberian birds 
and wintering birds from northern populations was found. Local 
resident adults frequently used their nests for roosting, whereas 
wintering (non-resident) kites spent much more time foraging gre-
gariously than local resident birds. In addition, wintering birds 
preferentially used marsh areas while local resident birds preferred 
to forage in forested areas. Wintering kites had larger home ranges, 
foraged further from their roosts and changed foraging area more 
frequently than residents. (Heredia et al. 1991).

In southwestern Europe (Italy, southern France and Iberia), a 
study of 36 Red Kites tagged with GPS-GSM transmitters be-
tween 2015 and 2020, showed that spatial behaviour in winter was 
linked to the amount of open, lowland or urban land, with smaller 
winter home ranges in areas with proportionally more open and 
lowland (Panter et al. 2021). The winter home range size was 4.03 
km2, ranging from 1.7 to 32.9 km2. In addition, kites wintering 
in southern France had larger home ranges (mean 95% Kernel of 
5.1 km2, which is 1.8 and 1.3 times larger than in Italy and the 
Iberian Peninsula, respectively), but within their home ranges they 
move shorter distances than those that winter in Italy and Iberia. 
In addition, the date of arrival in the wintering areas seems to have 
an effect on home range size as later arrivals are associated with 
larger home ranges comparatively.
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Spring migration

After wintering in the Iberian Peninsula, Red Kites begin their 
spring migration in a north-easterly direction towards breeding 
or summering areas. Adults depart the wintering areas in Spain 
mainly between the second half of February and the beginning of 
March, while juveniles delay their departure, with some remaining 
in Spain well into spring (table 20).

Spring migration tends to be shorter and quicker than autumn 
migration, taking between one and three weeks, with an average 
duration of about two weeks, somewhat longer in immatures at 
about 19 days. Stopovers are short, with an average duration of 
two days in adults and five days in juveniles. Average daily dis-
tances travelled are 134 km/day and 99 km/day in adults and 

Red Kites gathering at a communal roost site in a plantation of 
poplars in the province of Huesca. Communal roosts are the 
central point of their daily commutes in winter.
© Javier de la Puente
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juveniles, respectively, with a speed of about 17 km/h overall. 
These differences between the two migrations could be related 
to competition to hold a good breeding site after prenuptial mi-
gration (Kokko 1999). Competition for breeding resources may 
also explain why juveniles migrate later than adults and with a 
greater range of dates in spring.

Adults generally reach breeding areas between March 8th and 
10th and juveniles later, on average by the end of April. Spring rou-
tes are very similar to autumn routes (García-Macía et al. 2021).

The Red Kite travels shorter daily distances than other trans-Saha-
ran migratory raptors that move at a speed of about 200-250 km/
day, such as Black Kite (Meyburg and Meyburg 2009), Egyptian 
Vulture (López-López et al. 2014), Booted Eagle (Mellone et al. 
2015), and European Honey Buzzard (Vansteelant et al. 2015). 
Their daily distance of autumn movement of 86 km/day is quite 
similar to other short distance migratory raptors, such as Com-
mon Buzzard, with an average speed of 84 km/day (Strandberg 
et al. 2008).

Changes in spatial behaviour

The Red Kite is an intriguing species in many ways. The number 
of birds in a given geographical area can vary rapidly, with extinct 
and reintroduced populations multiplying in a few decades, as has 
happened in the UK (Carter 2001), or with natural populations 
increasing dramatically, such as the Swedish population since the 
1970s, or even populations suffering a severe decline that recover 
naturally (Molina 2015). On a smaller scale, changes were recor-
ded in the province of Madrid, where after a sharp decline in the 
breeding population in the 1990s, the density in areas previously 
occupied has seen an increase and there has been an increase 
of the breeding range towards areas of lower altitude previously 
unoccupied. Some of these changes are due, at least in part, to the 
plasticity of the species and its ability to adapt.

In Switzerland, almost all Red Kites were migratory only a few 
decades ago, travelling toward the south-west to France or the 
Iberian Peninsula every autumn, in search of areas with more food 

Wintering habitat of Red Kite in Alava, in the vicinity of Sierra 
Salvada with Latxa breed sheep farms.
© Javier de la Puente
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and better climatic conditions than central Europe in the winter 
(Aebischer 2009a). However, since the 1970s, winter sightings 
of Red Kites have been increasing in Central Europe.

Milder winters and a greater availability of food regularly provi-
ded by people in gardens must have contributed to the changes 
allowing Red Kites to remain at northern latitudes in winter (Ae-
bischer 2009a; Cereghetti et al. 2019). The decrease in snowfall 
and its duration in northern and central Europe will also increase 
feeding opportunities for kites, assisting stays in northern areas. 
Other changes in land use, e.g. landfills or the increase in certain 
types of crops that may facilitate the presence of small mam-
mals such as voles, are also among the factors favouring these 
changes in migratory behaviour. However, the migratory beha-
viour within the Red Kite population varies between countries, 
which could partly explain different population dynamics with 

sedentary behaviour seeming to increase the annual survival of 
the birds that practise it. Similar processes have been described 
in other species, such as the White Stork, which has largely 
ceased migrating to sub-Saharan Africa as new sources of food 
previously unavailable now exist in winter in southern Europe 
(Bécares et al. 2019).

The proximity between breeding and wintering areas could explain 
the variation in the spatial ecology of the Red Kite, a species which 
includes short-distance migrants and also sedentary individuals 

Group of migrating Red Kites. They usually travel during the 
warmest hours of the day and in small groups of less than 10 
birds. © Günther Karmann
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throughout its range. In the Mediterranean basin, such as in Spain 
or Italy, resident breeding populations can overlap with wintering 
populations from central Europe. In addition, increasing numbers 
of sedentary birds are recorded in some areas of central Europe 
(Aebischer 2009a; BirdLife International 2017). Of the 21 Red 
Kite ring recoveries found in winter and ringed in Switzerland 
as nestlings, 29% remained in Switzerland (Aebischer 2009b), 
and recently increasingly more GPS tagged birds are remaining 
year-round in Switzerland (Aebischer and Scherler 2021). Even 
in Sweden, at the northern limit of the species’ range, there have 
been records of wintering birds for decades (Ulfstrand 1963). To 
illustrate this behaviour it is worth mentioning a Red Kite tagged 
in Álava in February 2019, which migrated to breed in southern 
Sweden, returned to Álava in winter 2019-2020, but remained in 
Sweden the following winter 2020-2021 (R. Raab, A. Rodríguez 
and J. de la Puente unpubl. data). Pfeiffer and Meyburg (2009) 

report another case of an adult female tagged with a transmitter in 
Germany, which was tracked for five years, one of which involved 
it remaining in its country of origin.

Island populations (e.g. Great Britain and the Balearic Islands) are 
sedentary; those on the Iberian Peninsula were also all considered 
sedentary, while those in central and northern Europe have all 
been considered migratory until a few decades ago. Furthermore, 
the study of the movements of tracked birds over several years has 
shown how even in populations considered sedentary, such as in 
the Spanish population, there are migratory birds that perform 
short-distance journeys within Spain. Thus, for example, a small 
proportion of the birds that breed in the northernmost areas of 
Spain migrate a few hundred kilometres each year to winter in the 
south of the country.

Understanding how the Red Kite changes its spatial behaviour 
in relation to environmental change, much of which is human-in-
duced and acting globally, is of great importance for the future 
conservation of the species. GPS tracking of birds currently being 
undertaken will undoubtedly help to answer many questions.

Red Kite breeding territory in Álava. Protected areas with forest 
patches surrounded by open areas are essential for Red Kite. 
© Javier de la Puente
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Techniques for tagging and tracking birds by ringing and GPS are 
important tools for studying their movements. Birds are captured 
and handled by qualified and licensed personnel and ensuring that 
welfare of birds is paramount.

Red Kite chicks are in the nest for about 55 days. They can be 
safely ringed from day 15, and the recommended age for fitting 
transmitters is 40 days. The chicks are removed from their nests 
briefly by personnel specialised in wildlife management and 
climbing.

Fledglings are captured by two different methods that are harmless 
to birds and which have been widely used to capture birds of prey 
(De la Puente and Cardiel 2009; De la Puente 2015). Breeding 
birds are captured in the vicinity of active nests at nestling stage 
using a dho-gaza net and a live decoy Eagle Owl. The live decoy 
ensures that territorial birds are captured. This trapping technique 
consists of setting up a net vertically held by two metal poles, with 
a live non-releasable Eagle Owl from a rescue centre placed at the 
bottom of the net. The territorial Red Kites perceive the owl as a 
predator which they try to harass and dive bomb to defend their 
territory, in doing so getting caught in the net. The ringers are hid-
den nearby and quickly extract the captured Red Kite from the net.
For wintering birds the technique normally used is a whoosh net 
with bait, triggered remotely from a hide. Several birds can be 
captured in one whoosh netting attempt.

Transmitters are fitted by qualified ringers with sufficient expe-
rience to ensure correct attachment of the tracker. At present, 
the devices used to tag Red Kites tend to be models weighing 
between 20 and 25 g, never exceeding 3% of the bird’s weight, 
about 5.5-6.0 cm in length, and with GPS-GSM. These devices 
are equipped with a GPS, various sensors (normally accelero-
metry, altitude, temperature, speed and direction) and a system 

TECHNIQUES FOR TRAPPING AND 
TAGGING RED KITES

Climb to a Red Kite nest to ring and tag the chicks 
in a large poplar tree in Segovia. These tasks are 
normally carried out by forestry officers specialised 
in climbing trees. © Javier de la Puente

Eagle Owl and dho-gaza net set to capture adult Red Kites
in spring in Álava. © Javier de la Puente
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for sending data via GSM mobile phone networks to the manu-
facturer’s portal, from where data can be downloaded via the 
internet. The battery, which makes up the bulk of the device’s 
weight, and small solar panels, which supply power on a daily 
basis in good light, complete the basic components of the tag, 
all of them encased and sealed to withstand weathering for as 
many years as possible.They can be programmed remotely from 
the manufacturer’s server. Modern models allow hundreds of 
daily locations to be collected in good sunlight conditions and 
send the information at the desired time frequency.

The transmitter is placed on the bird’s back, like a small backpack, 
with a Teflon tape harness to prevent chafing (García et al. 2021), 
and adjusted to the size of each bird. After a few years, when the 
transmitter is expected to stop working due to battery wear and 
tear after a large number of charges and discharges of energy, the 
harness is safely removed so that the Red Kite does not wear the 
transmitter for the rest of its life.

45-day-old chick (above left) and adult Red Kite (above right) 
fitted with GPS-GSM transmitters. The ringing and tagging is 
carried out by qualified licensed bird ringers (bottom left), and 
metal rings and colour coded leg rings are added to identify 
birds from a distance (bottom right). All birds fitted with 
transmitters or colour rings must always be ringed on the tarsus 
with metal metal rings with unique serial numbers. © Javier de 
la Puente (top left), Virginia de la Torre (top right), Ana Bermejo 
(bottom left) and Ángel Arredondo (bottom right)

Sequence of whoosh net trapping of Red Kites. With this method it is possible to capture single birds or several at the same time 
in winter. © Javier de la Puente
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A comprehensive review of the status of Red Kite in all 
European, Asian and African countries is presented. For 
Spain the reviews are by Autonomous Community and 

in Castilla y León by province.

Europe

The Red Kite is one of the birds of prey with the most restricted 
range within the Palearctic. It is found in Europe from the west of 
the Ural Mountains and the Caspian Sea, throughout the Medite-
rranean basin (including North Africa and the Middle East), and 
with some patchy remnant populations in Atlantic islands. 95% 
of the global breeding population is in Europe.

The northern populations are migratory and winter throughout 
the Mediterranean basin, mainly in Spain, France, Italy and Portu-
gal, while the southern populations are mainly sedentary. It prefers 
regions with a moderate climate and avoids areas with high sum-
mer temperatures, as well as Atlantic or subcontinental climate, 
and as a consequence is considered to be particularly vulnerable 
to climate change.

The species colonised eastern and central Europe from Spain 
and Italy at the end of the Ice Age. Red Kites were very scarce 
when the continent was covered by woodland, until human ac-
tivity gradually created suitable habitats and by the end of the 
Middle Ages it was relatively common. However, indiscriminate 
human persecution of raptors, perceived as killers of livestock 
and domestic animals and competitors for hunt, led to a drastic 
reduction in the Red Kite population and throughout the 19th 
and first half of the 20th century it disappeared from many parts 
of central, northern, eastern and south-eastern Europe, as well as 
from North Africa, the Near East, Asia Minor and islands in the 
Atlantic, and was listed as globally threatened. Since then, the 
protection of the species has helped its population to recover in 
many countries, with a later change in its status category in Europe 
from endangered to not endangered.

From the 1990s until the beginning of the 21st century, the main 
European populations of Germany, France and Spain showed 
significant declines due to illegal hunting, extensive poisoning, 
habitat degradation and agricultural intensification. These decli-
nes were offset by increased populations in central and northern 
Europe (UK, Sweden, Poland, Belgium and Switzerland). In the 
last decade there seems to have been a gradual global increase 

with a bidirectional dynamic, with distinct trends in the different 
geographical areas. It seems that both breeding and wintering po-
pulations are shifting northwards, perhaps in response to global 
waming.

In 2019, the European breeding population was estimated at 
31,800-37,700 pairs, mainly in six countries: Germany (42%), 
UK (17%), Sweden (11%), Switzerland (9%), France (7%) and 
Spain (7%), with smaller numbers also in Poland (2%), Italy (1%) 
and Belgium (1%). In addition, Denmark, Czech Republic, Aus-
tria, Luxembourg, Ireland, Portugal and Lithuania have very small 
populations (each less than 200 pairs).

The Red Kite wintering population is not as well monitored as 
the breeding population but there are an estimated 82,000-88,000 
birds in the wintering countries: Spain (59%), France (17%), Por-
tugal (8%), United Kingdom (6%), Switzerland (4%), Italy, Swe-
den and Germany (1-2% each). Other countries that support win-
tering birds (each less than 300 individuals) are Ireland, Denmark, 
Czech Republic, Austria, Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, Belgium 
and the Netherlands. Recently there has been a general increase 
in wintering in Central Europe (Switzerland, Italy and Germany), 
in addition to the sedentary components of the populations of the 
United Kingdom, Switzerland and Sweden, mainly adults.

Other areas of the world

In Morocco it is possible that the small breeding population is 
now extinct but there is a small wintering population of birds 
from Europe. In Algeria and Tunisia it is now extinct as a breeder. 
Red Kite is considered a vagrant south of the Sahara with few 
confirmed sightings in countries such as Gambia, Ghana, Mauri-
tania, Niger, Senegal and Sudan. In the Middle East it is currently 
considered to be a vagrant on passage and in winter, although 
historically it has been cited as a breeder in some countries such 
as Iran, Jordan and Lebanon. Red Kite is considered to not occur 
in the Indian subcontinent, with reports of vagrant birds in India, 
possibly birds which had accidentally moved eastwards from the 
south-eastern limits of its Palaearctic range. Possible confusion 
with some subspecies of Black Kite blurr its historical status in 
these regions. Finally, the extinct Cape Verde Kite is an enigma 
in modern ornithology: initially described as a subspecies of Red 
Kite endemic to the archipelago of the same name, was it a different 
species, a subspecies of Red Kite, or a hybrid between Red Kite 
and Black Kite?.
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Spain

In Spain, the most recent national survey of the breeding popula-
tion was in 2014 with an estimated 2,312-2,440 pairs, a 31% de-
crease compared to 1994 but a 16% increase since the 2001-2005 
survey. The stronghold of the population is in the northeast of the 
peninsula, the southern side of the Pyrenees and Pre-Pyrenees, the 
peneplains and low sierras of the centre-west, and the mid-moun-
tains or foothills of the Central System, with isolated pairs or small 
population nuclei in other regions. It also breeds in the Balearic 
Islands. Its distribution is determined by climate, orography and 
human activities. In recent decades there has been a tendency for 
its distribution to decrease in the southernmost and easternmost 
areas (Andalusia, Castilla-La Mancha and Badajoz), while it seems 
to be increasing in the north (Catalonia and the Basque Country). 
Castilla y León supports half of the Spanish breeding population 
(55%), and in conjunction with Navarre, Extremadura and Aragón 
they support almost 90% of the population. The sharp population 
decline in recent decades has led to its classification in Spain as 
“Endangered”.

Spain supports the largest wintering population in Europe. In 
the last national winter survey in 2013-2014 the estimation was 
50,300 birds, a 42% increase from 2004, but a 24% decrease since 
1994. The main wintering areas are in the Ebro valley, southern 
slopes of the Pyrenees, Tierra de Campos, western dehesas of 
the northern Plateau, foothills of the Central System, north and 
southwest of Extremadura and the region of La Sagra-Torrijos in 
Toledo. The winter distribution is similar to the breeding distri-
bution, but during winter it spreads towards low, more arid and 
highly deforested areas, and is linked to specific food sources, such 
as landfill sites, open dumps, farms, outbreaks of small mammals, 
rabbits, livestock or hunting waste. Castilla y León supports 50% 
of the wintering population, other areas with important wintering 
populations are Extremadura (16%), Aragón (12%) and Casti-
lla-La Mancha (6%). Spain is the principal wintering area for Cen-
tral European migratory birds, mainly from Germany, Switzerland, 
France, Belgium, Sweden, Denmark and Poland.

Castilla y León

Castilla y León is the region with the largest population of Red 
Kites in Spain, both during breeding season and winter. During 
the breeding season (March-September) the resident population 
does not exceed 3,000 individuals and is distributed irregularly 

throughout the forest edge of the region. The most important 
breeding population cores are located in the south of the region, 
mainly in dehesas of holm oak and oak with livestock of Salamanca 
and Zamora, and in the foothills of the Central System in Ávila 
and Segovia. The third national survey of 2014 estimated the bre-
eding population to be 1,298 pairs, revised to 1,067 pairs. The 
province of Salamanca used to be home to the largest population 
of Red Kites with more than 500 pairs, with Salamanca, Zamora, 
Segovia and Ávila accounting for 90% of the breeding population 
in Castilla y León. Since the 1990s, the breeding population has 
decreased significantly by about 50%, even disappearing in many 
agricultural areas such as Tierra de Campos, La Moraña or Tierra 
de Medina, a trend that was noted in the 2008 survey. From 2014 
onwards, there seems to have been a slight increase in the main 
breeding areas. During winter (October-February), with the arrival 
of migratory birds from northern latitudes, Red Kites are relatively 
abundant throughout most of the territory, with approximately 
20,000 birds spread across agricultural land, the valleys of the 
main rivers and dehesas with livestock.
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The Red Kite is one of the Palearctic birds of prey with the 
most restricted range, as its presence has only been pro-
ved in the European territories west of the Ural Moun-

tains and the Caspian Sea, throughout the Mediterranean basin 
(including North Africa and the Middle East) and residually on 
some Atlantic islands where it was present irregularly in the 19th 
century (figure 36). Northern populations are migratory and win-
ter towards the south around the Mediterranean basin, mainly in 
Spain, France, Italy and Portugal, while southern populations are 
mainly sedentary.

It is linked to areas with moderate climate and is absent from areas 
with high summer temperatures (such as southeastern Europe 
and the south of the Iberian Peninsula), areas with highly Atlantic 
climate (western Scotland, western Ireland, northwestern France 
and the northwestern Iberian Peninsula), or with subcontinental 
climate (the Balkans, most of Ukraine and Belarus). In this respect, 
it has been considered particularly vulnerable to climate change 
for years (Wormworth and Mallon 2006; Huntley et al. 2007).

The Spanish name derives from a direct translation of the French 
“milan royal” from the 17th century (David 2016). At that time 
Red Kites were common in the outskirts of large European cities 
such as Paris, where they fed on human waste and refuse. The 
French King Louis XIII used trained gyrfalcons to capture Red 
Kites in flight over the Plaine de Saint-Denis as entertainment, 
and he would later cut the central tail feathers and release them 
from the windows of his Louvre Palace; they were thus marked 
as “royal property”, and hence the common French name for the 
species was adopted.

At the end of the Ice Age the Red Kite colonised central and eas-
tern Europe from Spain and Italy. Later, when the continent was 
uniformly covered by dense forests the population was low. Hu-
man activities such as forest clearance, cereal cultivation, creation 
of pastures and domestication of animals created suitable habitats 
for the species as well as increased food availability. By the end of 
the Middle Ages, the Red Kite was, at least in certain regions, a 
relatively common bird attracted to human settlements in search 
of food such as carrion, waste and rodents. 

Evidence that Red Kites were abundant is provided by frequent 
mention of the species in Shakespeare works and during the start 
of the XVII century when London was referred to as the city of 
kites and crows. By then indiscriminate persecution of all birds 
of prey by humans was well established, as they were thought 

of as killers of livestock and domestic animals and competitors 
for food. Being so easily exterminated by firearms, poisons and 
traps, Red Kite numbers declined rapidly during the following 
two centuries leading to its disappearance as a breeding bird from 
approximately half its range.

Through the 19th century into the first half of the 20th century 
the Red Kite disappeared from many areas of central, northern, 
eastern and south-eastern Europe, as well as from North Africa, 
the Middle East, Asia Minor and the Atlantic islands. Its popula-
tion was greatly reduced in many other places leaving little chance 
of subsequent recolonisation. The decline is attributed to direct 
human persecution and poisoning resulting in very fragmented 
populations throughout its original range at the end of the 20th 
century with the exception of German, French and Spanish po-
pulations, leading to the species being classified as globally threa-
tened (Collar and Andrew 1988).

Figure 36. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Europe and North Africa in 2018 (from Aebischer 2019).
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Strict legal protection granted to the Red Kite in many central and 
northern European countries combined with public awareness 
campaigns and the first reintroduction projects led to its reco-
very and recolonisation of former territories from where it had 
disappeared or was on the verge of doing so. During the period 
1970-1990, many populations recovered or stabilised in central 
and northern Europe which led to a change in the European status 
to population of “least concern” (Figure 37) although south and 
southeast populations were declining (Portugal, Spain, Italy, North 
Africa) (Tucker and Heath 1994).

From 1990 until the early 2000s, significant declines were docu-
mented in the main countries with a decrease of 25% in Germany 

Figure 37. Red Kite population trends: number of breeding 
birds in European countries in different time periods (from 
Aebischer 2017). 
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(Mammen 2000; Mammen and Stubbe 2005), 21% in France 
(Thiollay and Bretagnolle 2004; Bretagnolle and Pinaud 2009) 
and 30-50% in Spain (Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006). In the 
Mediterranean basin and throughout its eastern range, the species 
has declined considerably (Portugal, Italy) or even disappeared 
(Balkan region, North Africa, Caucasus, Middle East). These de-
clines have been partially offset by increases in some central and 
northern European countries (United Kingdom, Sweden, Poland 
and Switzerland). For Europe as a whole, a population decline of 
approximately 30% was estimated over a 35-year period (three 
generations of kites; BirdLife International 2015). This sharp po-
pulation decline has been attributed mainly to direct persecution 
by man (illegal hunting and mass poisoning), habitat degradation 
and agricultural intensification.

Since 2005, especially in the last decade, there has been a gradual 
global increase, although with the same bidirectional dynamics 
with spectacular increase in several central and northern European 
countries (United Kingdom, Switzerland, Sweden and Belgium) 
and stable or slightly increasing populations in the Mediterranean 
basin and in the eastern area range (Spain, France, Poland). It 
seems that German populations tend to be largely stable. Accor-
dingly, the categorisation of Red Kite is of “Least concern” (LC) 
in the Red List of European Birds (IUCN 2021).

Red Kite breeding habitat in the Thuringian basin, Germany, an 
area of forest patches surrounded by extensive crops near the city 
of Weimar, in the background, where Red Kite expert, Thomas 
Pfeiffer, has monitored the population since 1985. 
© Thomas Pfeiffer 
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BREEDING POPULATION
European breeding population estimates over the last few decades 
have been summarised (figure 38). The figures in these studies 
range from 13,200 pairs in 1985 (Ortlieb 1989) to the most re-
cent estimate of 31,800-37,700 pairs in 2019 (Aebischer 2019), 
showing a positive trend in the European population (figure 38).

For global estimates the latest data published for each country 
were considered. Year of survey precedes the year of publication. 
Data are from standardised national counts when available, ei-
ther annually or every few years, or from data collected by local 
specialists. With such a variety of data sources we summarise the 
population in Europe by periods of time that can be compared 
with other estimates.

From the end of the 1980s the European Red Kite breeding po-
pulation has increased globally, through a relatively stable period 
with a slight negative trend from the end of the 1990s to early 
2000s followed by a clear increase in the last 10 years (figures 
38 and 39).

To understand the relative importance of each country in the dis-
tribution of the Red Kite, 13 publications estimating the breeding 
population in the different European countries at certain points 
in time over the last 25 years (period 1996-2020) were conside-
red. Only studies that included information about all European 
countries were considered (figure 40).

Overall, Germany supports more than half of the breeding popu-
lation of Europe (with more than 13,800 pairs on average, 54% of 
the total) followed by France (2,760 pairs, 11%), Spain (more than 
2,600 pairs., 10%), Sweden (more than 1,700 pairs., 7%), the UK 
(more than 1,600 pairs., 6%) and Switzerland (1,300 pairs., 5%), 
which overall account for 93% of the European breeding popu-
lation. Less important are Poland (with almost 900 pairs.), Italy 
(about 350 pairs.) and Belgium (about 150 pairs.). The remaining 
countries support 2% of the total ( about 600 pairs).

Figure 38. European Red Kite breeding population estimates 
over a 35-year period (1985-2019) sourced from literature.

Figure 39. European Red Kite breeding population according 
to different global estimates over the last 35 years by five-year 
periods: 1985-1990 (Ortlieb 1989; Suetens 1989), 1991-1995 
(Evans and Pienkowski 1991; Del Hoyo et al. 1994; Tucker and 
Heath 1994; Mebs 1995), 1996-2000 (Hagemeijer and Blair 
1997; Patrimonio 1999; BirdLife International-EBCC 2000), 
2001-2005 (Carter 2001; BirdLife International 2004; Gensbol 
2005), 2006-2010 (Mebs and Schmidt 2006; Aebischer 2009; 
BirdLife International 2009; Knott et al. 2009), 2011-2015 
(Nicolai 2012; Aebischer and David 2013; Aebischer 2014a; 
Mebs and Schmidt 2014; BirdLife 
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National estimates of the European Red Kite population have been 
grouped in blocks of five years covering the period 1996-2020 
(figure 41) to provide a visual comparison of the trends in the 
main seven different countries. The German population declined 
at the end of the 20th century and then began a gradual recovery 
in the following 20 years. In France there was a slight increase at 
the beginning of the 21st century, but this is followed by a stable 
period with slight decline. In Spain, the figures show a slight but 
steady decline throughout the 21st century. However, Sweden, 
the United Kingdom and Switzerland show marked population 
increases throughout this period. Finally, in Poland the population 
showed a steady increase until recently.

The combination of other European countries showed an initial 
increase from the end of the 20th century to the beginning of the 
21st century, with a subsequent decline and then an increase again 
in recent times.
 
The relative importance of each country in the breeding popu-
lation over the last 25 years is shown in figure 42. The relative 

importance of Germany declines throughout the 21st century, 
although it remains the main stronghold of the species in Euro-
pe. France and Spain showed slight declines, while Sweden, the 
United Kingdom and Switzerland clearly increased their overall 
importance. In fact, the latter three countries have already over-
taken France and Spain numerically in the period 2016-2020, with 
average estimates for that period of over 3,000 pairs in Sweden, 
about 3,500 pairs in the United Kingdom and over 2,800 pairs in 
Switzerland, relegating France and Spain to fifth and sixth place 
(almost 2,700 pairs in France and about 2,300 pairs in Spain).

Figure 40. Relative importance of Red Kite breeding populations 
in different European countries. Cumulative average results 
for the 13 estimates made in the period 1995-2020 (Evans 
et al. 1997; Snow and Perrins 1998; Carter 2001; BirdLife 
International 2004, 2015; Aebischer 2009, 2014a, 2017, 2019; 
Knott et al. 2009; Nicolai 2012; Aebischer and David 2013; 
Mebs and Schmidt 2014).
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Figure 41. Comparative breeding population trends of Red Kites 
over the last 25 years by five-year period in countries with the 
largest breeding populations: 1996-2000 (Evans et al. 1997; 
Snow and Perrins 1998), 2001-2005 (Carter 2001; BirdLife 
International 2004), 2006-2010 (Aebischer 2009; Knott et 
al. 2009), 2011-2015 (Nicolai 2012; Aebischer and David 
2013; Aebischer 2014a; Mebs and Schmidt 2014; BirdLife 
International 2015) and 2016-2020 (Aebischer 2017, 2019). For 
each interval, the number of estimates considered is indicated 
in brackets.
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Table 21. Red Kite breeding populations in the 16 European countries with more than 25 breeding pairs. Survey years and 
associated references are shown.

Countries No. of pairs % Survey years Source

Germany 14,000-16,000 42.46 2010-2014 Grünenberg and Karthäuser 2019

United Kingdom 6,000 16.99 2018 Aebischer 2018

Sweden 3,600-4,300 11.18 2017 Aebischer 2019

Switzerland 2,800-3,500 8.92 2013-2016 Knaus et al. 2018

France 2,003-3,117 7.11 2016 LPO 2019

Spain 2,312-2,354 6.60 2014 Molina 2015

Poland 650-750 1.98 2017 Aebischer 2018

Italy 425-515 1.33 2014 Fulco et al. 2017

Belgium 350-400 1.06 2015-2016 Aebischer 2019

Denmark 200 0.57 2017 Aebischer 2019

Czech Republic 125-150 0.39 2014-2018 Aebischer 2018, Vyhnal 2018

Austria 90-130 0.31 2018-2019 Aebischer 2018, 2019

Luxembourg 100 0.28 2019 Carter 2019

Ireland 80-100 0.25 2017-2018 Wilson-Parr and O’Brien 2018, 2019

Portugal 50 0.14 2017 Aebischer 2018

Lithuania 30 0.08 2016 Karlonas 2016

Figure 42. Evolution of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in the last 25 years, shown by five-year periods and countries 
with the largest breeding populations globally (references 
as in figure 41). For each interval, the number of estimates 
considered is shown in brackets.
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Table 21 shows the most recent national population estimates, 
and relative importance, for the 16 countries with more than 25 
breeding pairs during the period 2010-2019. According to these 
data, Germany supports most of the current European population 
(42%), with significant numbers also in the UK (17%), Sweden 
(11%), Switzerland (9%), France (7%) and Spain (7%). A map of 
Europe also shows the size and importance of breeding popu-
lations of Red Kites in all countries (Figure 43), based on most 
recent data available.
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Figure 43. Red Kite breeding populations in different European 
countries. Colours indicate relative importance.
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WINTERING POPULATION

In Europe there is less information on wintering than breeding 
Red Kite populations. Several attempts have been made to coor-
dinate European surveys, but participation has been insufficient to 
provide reliable data for comparative purposes. However, several 
countries have carried out surveys with excellent long term cove-
rage, such as France, Switzerland, Sweden and Italy.

The most recent estimates in wintering countries reveal that the 
European wintering population is 82,000-88,000 birds (table 
22, figure 44). However, surveys from Portugal and the United 
Kingdom are incomplete, and this figure is based on data from a 



154 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

period of several years (2012-2019). In recent times there seems 
to have been a general increase in wintering across Central Europe, 
significantly in countries such as Switzerland, Italy and Germany. 
In addition, there is an important sedentary population in the UK 
and Sweden, mainly of adult birds (Carter and Grice 2000; Carter 
2001; Klaasen and Kjellén 2009).

The Iberian Peninsula (particularly Spain) and France are the 
main wintering grounds for European Red Kites. Spain supports 
59% of the wintering population of Red Kites in Europe during 
winter and France 17% (figure 44). There is also a large wintering 
population in Portugal (8%), United Kingdom (6%), Switzerland 
(4%), Italy, Sweden and Germany (1-2% each).

In Spain, during the 1993-1994 winter survey, 54,000-62,000 
birds were counted, and in the last national survey 50,300 were 
counted (Molina 2015). In France coordinated annual Red Kite 
surveys are carried out, with increasing coverage through the 
years, and the highest numbers have been recorded in recent years, 
with records of 14,500 birds in January 2020 (David and Riols 
2020). In Portugal there have been counts of more than 2,000 
birds, but these are clearly an underestimate due to insufficient 
coverage (Leitao and Costa 2015, 2017; Equipa Atlas 2018), when 
compared to a recent general estimate of 5,000-8,000 birds. In 
these three countries, Spain, France and Portugal, while breeding 
numbers are decreasing, wintering numbers are clearly increasing.

Switzerland has seen a clear increase in numbers of wintering 
Red Kite from about 200 in the 1980s to 3,000-3,500 birds in 
2016-2019; this increase has occurred alongside the growth of the 
Swiss breeding population (currently estimated at 2,800-3,500 
pairs), with some of the birds,especially adults, not migrating and 
remaining to winter in the country (Knaus et al. 2018). The UK is 
a special case as the population originates from a reintroduction 
and most of the birds remain during winter (Carter and Grice 
2000; Carter 2001; Nicolai 2012); however, a fraction of these, 
mostly young and immature birds, do migrate to winter in France, 
the Netherlands and Spain (Carter and Grice 2000).

In Italy, wintering has been increasing since the end of the 20th 
century and currently is estimated to be about 1,600 birds, mostly 
breeders from Germany, Sweden and Poland (Spina and Volponi 
2008). Sweden also supports a high percentage of resident birds. 
Although the breeding population in Sweden is about 4,000 pairs, 
counts at observatories in the south of the country only detected 
approximately 2,500-3,000 birds annually on migration during 

the period 2011-2020, most of them probably being young birds, 
as adults tend to remain in the winter (Klaasen and Kjellén 2009; 
Kjellén 2020).
 
For the future conservation of this species it is important to 
have a better understanding of wintering distribution, to impro-
ve knowledge of ecological requirements in this period, and to 
identify important areas and threats to which kites are exposed 
at this time of year.

This can have a favourable impact on its conservation.

Table 22. Red Kite wintering numbers in countries with regular 
wintering populations (period 2012-2019). Data for Portugal 
and the UK are estimates.

Countries No. of birds Source

Germany 780 David and Aebischer 2019

Austria 160 David and Aebischer 2019

Belgium 15 David 2017

Croatia  30 David and Aebischer 2019

Denmark 235 David and Aebischer 2019

Slovakia 110 David and Aebischer 2019

Spain 50,300 Molina 2015

France 14,500 David and Riols 2020

Hungary 60 David and Aebischer 2019

Ireland 260 David and Aebischer 2019

Italy 1,620 Fulco et al. 2017

Netherlands 1-5 SOVON 2020

Portugal 5,000-8,000 Nicolai 2012

United Kingdom 4,000-6,000 Nicolai 2012

Czech Republic 185 David and Aebischer 2019

Sweden 1,000-2,000 David 2017

Switzerland 3,500 David and Aebischer 2019

Total 81,756-87,760  



Europe: An overview | 155 

Portugal

59%

17%

2%

8%

6%

2%
4% 1% 1%

Germany

Spain

France

Italy United Kingdom

Sweden

Switzerland

Other

Figure 44. Relative importance of wintering Red Kite popula-
tions in different European countries (period 2012-2019). Data 
sourced from table 22.
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NATIONAL ASSESSMENTS
This is a summary of status and historical Red Kite population 
trends in European countries. With the exception of Vatican City 
(due to its small size and the purely urban nature of its territory) 
and Kazakhstan (a small part of its territory is considered within 
Europe but no Red Kites have been recorded there yet). The si-
tuation in Spain is analysed in detail in a separate chapter.

The type and amount of information available varies between coun-
tries. The vernacular names for each country are in brackets next to 
the country names. References are included at the end of the chapter.

ALBANIA (Huta bishtgërshërë e kuqërreme)

Very little information is available. Red Kite was recorded as a 
breeder in 1906, with no known breeding records since the late 
19th-early 20th century. It was already considered extinct in the 
1960s. The Red Kite is now very rare in Albania, with few ob-
servations during migration and winter including some recent 
records in July. Radio-tracked young birds of central European 
origin (Austria, Slovakia and Czech Republic) have been recorded 
in the north of the country, on passage to winter in Greece. It is 
listed as “Endangered” on the Albanian Red List.

 
GERMANY (Rotmilan)

There is evidence of human persecution since the 17th century, 
but especially from the second half of the 18th century. In the 
second half of the 19th century the species exhibited a marked 
decline in Germany. In the 20th century the lowest numbers were 
recorded in the 1950s-1960s, but the population gradually recove-
red through the 1970-1980s with an historic estimate of 15,000-
25,000 breeding pairs in 1985.

In the former East Germany the breeding population doubled 
between 1980 and 1991. This was followed by a sharp decline 
across the whole country, and between the end of the 20th cen-
tury and the beginning of the 21st century the estimates were 
10,500-14,000 pairs (mainly between 1991 and 1997, with 
average declines of 25%). The declines were explained by agri-
cultural intensification, with a minimum estimate of only 9,000-
12,700 pairs. Subsequently, the numbers increased slightly and 
the population stabilised at an average of about 15,000 pairs. In 

Landscape near Dachsberg from the Black Forest region, in the 
south-west of Germany near the French and Swiss borders, 
where breeding Red Kites have recently increased (22/3/08). 
© Peter Rintels (“Black Forest, near Dachsberg, Germany” by 
Peter Rintels is licensed with CC BY-ND 2.0. To view a copy of 
this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/) 
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Figure 45. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kites in 
Germany.

the last national survey, carried out during 2010-2014, 14,000-
16,000 pairs were estimated (figure 45). In 2000 the Red Kite 
was chosen as “Bird of the Year” and in the latest German Red 
List of birds (2015) it is listed as “Vulnerable”.

Statistical analysis of population development in Germany du-
ring the period 1988-2007 using the TRIM index (Trends and 
Indices for Monitoring Data) showed an average annual decline 
of 2.2±0.6%, but with different trends: until 1991 the population 
increased, between 1991 and 1997 there was a rapid decline 

(more than 25%), and thereafter the population remained more 
or less stable until 2007, although from 2003 there is a very slight 
but gradual and continuous decline (figure 46).

A comparison of the distribution of Red Kites between the German 
Breeding Bird Atlas (data from 2005-2009) and the first national sur-
vey (data from 2010-2014) shows that the German breeding popula-
tions have decreased in the northwest and especially in the northeas-
tern lowlands, while they have increased in the west, especially in the 
southwestern mid-mountain region, as well as in the Alpine foothills.

Figure 46. German Red Kite population in the period 1998-
2007 according to the TRIM index (from Mammen 2009).
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Most German Red Kites migrate to winter in Spain, southern 
France and Portugal. Movements begin as early as the end of Au-
gust and can last until November, but are mainly from mid-Sep-
tember to mid-October, although with variation depending on 
local weather conditions. Return to breeding areas begins as early 
as February, but most arrive in breeding territories in early to mid-
March. The national winter survey in January 2019 recorded 776 
birds throughout the country.

ANDORRA (Milà reial)

Up to now there is no evidence of Red Kite breeding in the 
country, with passage records only, mostly in March-April and 
July-October.

ARMENIA (Կարմիր ցին)

Although it was thought of as a resident species in the northern 
and north-eastern areas, at the borders with Georgia, Azerbaijan 
and Turkey, there is no known breeding data.The status of the spe-
cies is accidental in the 20th century with three observations. Du-
ring the 21st century it is also accidental, with only a few records 
in the west and central areas. The few documented references in 
Armenia are in March-May and September, probably migratory 
birds on passage. The Red Book of Armenia (2010) lists the Red 
Kite as “Endangered”, with no verified breeding records in the 
country, although breeding is possible in the north-east.

AUSTRIA (Rotmilan)

It was fairly common and widespread during the 19th century 
but suffered a sharp decline during the 20th century with the last 
known successful breeding in 1950, and there were a few unsuc-
cessful attempts through the1960s. During the 1970-1980s there 
was a natural recolonisation, probably of birds from Germany and 
Switzerland, resulting in a small population from 2-4 pairs in the 
1980s, increasing gradually to about 20 pairs in the early 2000s 
(figure 47).

Numbers have continued to increase to a recent estimate of 90-130 
pairs in 2018-2019. The Austrian Red Kite population has pro-
bably benefited from the high numbers in neighbouring Germany 
and the increase of birds in the Czech Republic. 

Figure 47. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Austria.
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This population increase has led to a change in the status on the 
Austrian Red List of birds from Critically Endangered in 2005 to 
Vulnerable in 2016.

During the last complete wintering survey in January 2019 160 
birds were recorded.

AZERBAIJAN (Qirmizi çalağan)

There is very little information available. Red Kites were known 
to be present in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, an active 
nest was found in 1968 in the southeast near the Iranian border. 
During the first half of the 20th century it was reported in the west 
of the country near the border with Armenia (Nagorno-Karabag 
region) during the breeding season. A recent revision doubts any 

The western Austrian countryside supports good breeding 
populations of Red Kites, closely associated to German and 
Swiss populations. Autumn landscape in the state of Vorarlberg 
(28/10/16). © Marian Gallenkamp (“Schwarzenberg, Vorarlberg, 
Österreich” by m.gallenkamp is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view 
a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/2.0/)
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breeding records in the whole Caucasus area (north and west of 
the country).

There is insufficient information for the 21st century, records 
during passage and winter are rare and the breeding status is un-
certain, but breeding may be possible in several areas of the cen-
tre-south of the country. In the periods 1996-2002 and 2006-2012, 
it was estimated that 0-2 pairs may be breeding in southeast close to 
the Caspian Sea and the Iranian border (with several IBAs, nature 
reserves and national parks), where there have been some summer 
records although breeding has not been confirmed. A recent study 

did not record any breeding evidence (2010-2011). In addition, 
there are summer records from the centre-west of the country.

The few winter sightings occur in these same areas, and birds on 
passage have been recorded along the coasts of the Caspian Sea 
where two birds were seen flying north in May 2019. The Red 
Kite is included in the Azerbaijan Red Book (2013).

BELGIUM (Milan royal, Rode wouw, Rotmilan)

In Belgium during the 19th century the Red Kite was considered 
an occasional migrant. In the 20th century breeding was confir-
med for the first time (1928) and no further data are available 
until the first survey in 1967 which yielded an estimation of 1-2 
breeding pairs. Breeding was confirmed again in 1973 and since 
then there has been a clear population increase, with 1-3 pairs 
breeding irregularly at first, up to a maximum of 10 pairs in 1973-
1978, when the species was fully established.

Southeast Azerbaijan, by the Caspian Sea and the Iranian 
border, where it is most likely to find any breeding Red Kites 
(Hirkan National Park, 8/5/18). © Elvin Samadov (“Hirkan 
National Park (3).jpg” by Elvin Samadov is licensed with CC BY-
SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/4.0)
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At the end of the 1980s the population showed an increase (figure 
48) with breeding in the east and southeast of the country and
occasionally in other areas. In 1995-2002, 50-80 pairs were esti-
mated. There has been a population increase in the 21st century
with 100-120 pairs in 2005 to 350-400 pairs in 2015-2016. 
Very rare and irregular presence in winter.

Hautes Fagnes Nature Park in the east of the country, near 
the German border, where Red Kites breed in Belgium. © 
Eric Huybrechts (“Fagne Wallonne” by Eric@focus is licensed 
with CC BY-ND 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/)

Figure 48. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kite 
in Belgium.

BELARUS (Каршун чырвоны)

Red Kite was a rare breeder in several areas in the south, cen-
tre and west of the country until the mid 20th century, with an 
estimated population of about two dozen pairs. Thereafter it is 
scarce with no breeding data for the 1960-1970s. Breeding was 
confirmed again in the period 1982-1985, with 10-11 different 
cases in the 1980s, although only in the west of the country. In 
1990 fewer than 10 pairs were estimated and in 1994-1997 the 
estimation was 3-10 pairs. In the late 20th and early 21st centuries 
it was very rare and irregular, only confirmed as a breeder in the 
west of the country, in the area bordering Poland, with an estima-
ted 3-10 pairs in 1998-2002.

During the 21st century, there is a small nesting population in the 
same western territory, estimated at 2-5 pairs in 2005-2009 and 
3-10 pairs in 2006-2012 until 2018, when it also appeared in the 
centre of the country. There are only records during migration
from the north of Belarus.

The Nieman river valley in western Belarus near the Polish 
border supports some of the last breeding pairs of Red Kite 
in the country (Nieman river near Grodno, 19/6/16). © Adam 
Jones (“Nieman River View-Grodno-Belarus-01” by Adam Jones, 
Ph.D.-Global Photo Archive is licensed with CC BY-SA 2.0. To view 
a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-sa/2.0/)
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BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA (Crvena lunja)

Extinct as a breeder in the 20th century, the Red Kite used to 
breed at least in the north and northeast of the country (Sava river 
valley), bordering Croatia and Serbia. Recently,there have only 
been isolated birds reported as vagrants. There is some infor-
mation that may suggest possible breeding in the periods 2006-
2012 and 2010-2014, with national estimations of 0-1 pairs, the 
majority of references consulted consider it as non-breeder in the 
21st century. During 2014-2018 radio tracked immatures tagged 
in Austria, Czech Republic and Slovakia were detected in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

BULGARIA (Червена каня)

Red Kite is a confirmed breeder from the end of the 19th century 
at least until the second half of the 20th century in 1894, 1940, 
1960, 1962 and 1969, with various summer records in the 1950s 
and 1960s. Between 1970 and 1990 there are only a few uncon-
firmed breeding records and a few resident pairs, but no nest was 
found. At this time it was classified as “Rare” in the Bulgarian 
Red List. Possibly extinct as a breeder in the early 1990s, although 
breeding was still suspected, with national numbers estimated at 
1-4 pairs in 1994.

During the 21st century, although nesting has not been con-
firmed there have been birds seen during the breeding period 
(May-July) in suitable areas in the north-east and south-east of 
the country. In the last Atlas of the Birds of Bulgaria (2007), Red 
Kite was classified as “Critically Endangered”, with a population 
of 0-1 pairs, with no certainty of breeding, but with the possi-
bility of occasional isolated nesting attempts. Later, 0-2 pairs 
were estimated in the period 2005-2008. In the next Bulgarian 
Red List of birds (2011) Red Kite was classified as “Critically 
Endangered”.

There are regular records during autumn-winter. During the mi-
gration watches along the western Black Sea coasts (1979-2003) 
the Red Kite is scarce with peak counts in August. In the List of 
Birds of Bulgaria (2009) it appears as a migrant and scarce win-
tering bird, not as a breeder.

CYPRUS (Ψαλιδιάρης)

There is no hard evidence that the Red Kite has ever bred on the 
island. It is an accidental visitor, with two observations in the 20th 
century, the last in 1986. Although there have not been any records 
in the 21st century, it is still considered accidental.

CROATIA (Crvena lunja)

Red Kite used to breed sparsely in the east, north and north-east 
of the country, with references to regular breeding in the 19th 
century in the east, near the border with Serbia and Hungary. 
During the 20th century there was a population decline until the 
last confirmed nesting which was in 1968 in the east. After this 
it is considered extinct as a breeder and very scarce, although 
there are estimates of 2-5 pairs in the early 1990s and 3-5 pairs 
in 2002. In the Red List Book of Croatian Birds (2013) it is 
considered extinct as a breeder, with irregular records during 
migration and wintering. Years later it was found breeding spar-
sely in the east, near Hungary (2013-2017), with only one pair 
in 2018. Data from radio tagged birds suggest the species is a 
regular migrant and winters in the east region, on the border 
with Serbia and Hungary.

Red Kites are present in Croatia from September to March, with 
a few birds in summer (figure 49). The birds originate from stable 
breeding populations in Austria, Slovenia and Czech Republic. 

On the west coast of the Black Sea in Bulgaria there have been 
some recent sightings of migratory Red Kites (Poda Conservation 
Area, Burgas, 6/12/18). © Carlos M. Martín
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These birds are crossing Croatia on their way to the wintering 
grounds in Italy. In 2018 there was an unsuccessful breeding at-
tempt, and the female of the pair had been ringed as a chick in the 
Czech Republic in 2016.

It has been regular in winter in the east of the country, at least 
since 2002. In the period 2015-2017 less than 10 birds were 
recorded wintering. In the winter survey of 2019, 29 birds were 
counted.

The Kopacki Rit Nature Park in the east of the country, close 
to the Hungarian and Serbian borders, supports wintering Red 
Kites in Croatia (Kopački Rit N.P., 16/1/15). © Zoran Osijek 
(“316” by Zoran Osijek is licensed with CC BY-SA 2.0. To view 
a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-sa/2.0/)
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DENMARK (Rød Glente)

Denmark supported a large population of Red Kites in the 19th 
century, which started declining in 1855 and became extinct 
in the period 1910-1920. From 1927 until before 1970 there 
was occasional breeding, from then 3-6 pairs were estimated 
and increased to 10-15 pairs in 1980-1989 mainly in the sou-
theast (Jutland) where the current population is established. It 
is thought that this natural recolonisation originated from the 
Swedish population.

Between 1990 and 2002 there was a slight increase to 25-35 pairs. 
Since then the population has continued to increase with 37-39 
pairs in 2005, 100-110 pairs in 2013 and 200 pairs in 2017. In the 
period 1999-2011 the Red Kite population increased by 530%. 
The Red Kite is currently listed as “Vulnerable” on the Danish 
Red List.

In Denmark, breeding birds arrive in March and depart in Sep-
tember, to winter in France and Spain. In recent years, regular 
wintering in Denmark has also been recorded at national level, 
with counts of 268 birds in January 2015, 212 in January 2017 
and 234 in January 2019.

The Jutland peninsula is the main nesting area of the Red 
Kite in Denmark. Summer landscape with extensive livestock 
farming (20/8/07). © Charles Hutchins (“Cheese Danish” by 
celesteh is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy of this license, 
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/)

Figure 50. Red Kite breeding population in Denmark during 
the 21st century (top) and the average per decade between 1970 
and 2020 (bottom).

Figure 49. Presence of radio tagged Red Kites in Croatia 
(monthly average number of birds/day) during the period 2014-
2018 (extracted from Tomik et al. 2019).
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The west of the country, near the Austrian and Czech borders, 
supports most of the breeding population of Red Kites in 
Slovakia during the 21st century. Confluence of the rivers 
Morava-Danube, at the border with Austria (4/8/19). 

SLOVAKIA (Haja červená)

Little information is available at national level, but the Red Kite 
was never as abundant in Slovakia as it was in the Czech Republic, 
although some populations did exist in the western fringe and 
the north-east, where in 1955 it was considered the second most 
frequent bird of prey after the Common Buzzard. The species 
suffered a sharp decline from the late 1950s onwards. By the late 
1960s it had disappeared from the whole of Slovakia, except in the 
north-east (where 33 pairs were counted in 1965). The decline 
continued throughout the 1970s, with only a few breeding pairs 
remaining until 1985 when it disappeared. In the western area, 
bordering the Czech Republic and Austria, the Red Kite has been 
able to survive until the present day due to proximity of the Czech 
population, with isolated nesting pairs reported in 1950-1970 and 
an estimated 4-6 pairs in the 1990s.

© Young Shanahan (“Confluence of Danube and Morava rivers” 
by young shanahan is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy 
of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/)
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Figure 51. Map of distribution of Red Kite breeding population 
in Slovakia in the 1990s (from Danko et al. 1994) and in 2014-
2019 (from Snírer et al. 2019).
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The Slovak breeding population was estimated at 15-20 pairs in 
the early 1970s, and then declined sharply, with 10-20 pairs in 
the early 1990s. Throughout the 21st century different estimates 
ranged from 10-20 breeding pairs, with most recent data of 10-
15 pairs in 2017. The first breeding attempt in the south of the 
country occurred in 2019. The distribution of breeding areas of 
the species in Slovakia remains relatively stable when comparing 
data from 1990 to 2014-2019 (Figure 51). It is listed as “Endan-
gered” in the Slovak Red List.

The wintering population has increased in recent times, with a 
count of 110 birds in January 2019.

SLOVENIA (Rjavi škarnik)

The Red Kite is known to be historically present in the country, 
where it is considered a rare species, with a sharp decline during 
the 20th century and last known to have bred in 1968 in the nor-
th-west. At the end of the 20th century, breeding was mentioned 
as possible, it was extremely rare in winter, but more frequent 
during migration.

The situation for Red Kite has improved throughout the 21st 
century. Between 1977 and 2017, there were 117 records of 121 
birds (113 of them were isolated birds; figure 52). Although there 
are records during the breeding period, breeding has not been 
confirmed, and it is considered extinct as a breeder nationally. 
Most observations occur in spring (late March-mid May) and au-
tumn (first half of October), with very few in summer and winter. 

The district of Slovesnka Bistrica, in northern Slovenia, an area 
with a large proportion of the recent sightings of Red Kite in 
the country (Smartno na Pohorju, 12/10/08).
© Danilo Tic (“Šmartno na Pohorju.jpg” by Danilo Tic is licensed 
with CC BY-SA 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)

Figure 52. Phenology of the Red Kite in Slovenia in the last 40 
years (period 1977-2017). Number of records grouped by ten-
day intervals (extracted from Bordjan 2017).
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The number of records per year has increased considerably in 
recent times, with less than 1 bird/year in 1980, 1.1 birds/year in 
1990-1999, 3 birds/year in 2000-2009 and 9 birds/year thereafter. 
Red Kites are recorded throughout the country, but mainly in the 
centre and north-east.

ESTONIA (Puna-harksaba)

There are no known breeding records of Red Kites in Estonia 
before the 21st century, it is considered as an accidental species, 
including non-breeding birds seen in the breeding season. In 2015, 
breeding was confirmed for the first time and in 2016-2018 bree-
ding was recorded in two different areas, with one successful pair 
in 2016, one territorial pair in 2017 and two possible pairs in 2018. 
In addition, hybridation with Black Kites has been reported once in 
2016, twice in 2017 and once in 2018. This has been explained by 
the scarcity of both species in the country, which creates favourable 
conditions for hybridisation between the few birds present.

Red Kite observations have increased in recent times, as per the 
Estonian Rarities Committee (ERC) data: 48 different birds ac-
cepted by the ERC until 2015 and more than 61 until 2017 (with 5 

Figure 53. Red Kite sightings in Estonia (from Roasto 2020), 
shown by decades (top) and phenology by months (bottom).
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different birds in 2016 and 9 birds in 2017-2018). In the Estonian 
Nature database of observations there are a few records (single 
figures) from 1879 to 2009, 116 sightings in 2010-2019 and 132 
records in 2019 (figure 53). Red Kite records in Estonia are spread 
across all months of the year except February and November, with 
peaks in April and May (42 and 25 records, respectively), with 
more than 90% of the observations in March-July.

FINLAND (Isohaarahaukka)

There is no breeding information previous to the 21st century and 
only a few sightings during the 20th century. A hybrid Red Kite 
and Black Kite pair attempted breeding but was unsuccessful. In 
the latest European Breeding Birds Atlas (data from 2013-2017) 
it appears as a breeder in the southern tip of the country, west of 
the capital.

It is so scarce in Finland that up to October 2020, there have been 
only 26 Finnish records of Red Kites (one of them undated), all 
of isolated birds, the first in May 1889 and the most recent from 
February 2020. Their occurrence by month and year is shown in 
figure 54, mainly in spring (13 in March-May) and winter (9 in 
December-February).

FRANCE (Milan royal)

The Red Kite breeding population in France began to decline in 
different regions at the end of the 19th century and into the 20th 
century, with first national estimates of less than 1,000 pairs in 
1970-1975. After government protection of wild habitats there 
was a general increase (1980-1990). The Red Data Book in 1997 
estimated the number of nesting pairs at 3,000-5,000 throughout 
the country. In the 21st century numbers and the territorial area 
occupied by the Red Kite continues to decrease, with 3,000-3,900 
pairs estimated in 2000-2002 and 2,335-3,022 in 2008 (figure 55).

The breeding population is found in the north-east, the Massif Cen-
tral and the Pyrenees, and absent from the north-west (figure 56).

The latest available citation (2016), in the II National Action Plan 
for the species 2018-2027, mentions 2,003-3,117 pairs, which 
suggests a stable population trend. In France, the species is cu-
rrently classified as “Vulnerable”.

Figure 54. Red Kite records in Finland in the 21st century 
(from Valkama 2020), by five-year period (top) and phenology 
by month (bottom).
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Figure 55. Estimates of the Red Kite breeding population in 
France.
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The island of Corsica supports the only sedentary population in 
France, which has increased from 100-180 pairs in 1987-1988, 
145-250 pairs in 1996, to 200-250 estimated pairs in 2000-2002 
and 270 pairs in 2008. It inhabits the north of the island and the 
population increase is explained by legal protection, prescribed 
fires for livestock grazing and the introduction of rabbits.

The wintering Red Kite population in France is important at 
European level but it has been understudied until the species’ 
Recovery Plan (2003-2007). Until 1960-1970 it was conside-
red exceptional, during the winter 1995-1996 the first general 
count was carried out and the wintering population was estimated 
to be between 2,600 and 3,250 birds (excluding Corsica). In 
the winter 2003-2004 the estimation for France, from now on 

including Corsica, was almost 5,000 birds, and for the winter 
2005-2006 the estimation was 5,300-5,400. In 2007, the first 
nationally coordinated survey was undertaken, and since then 
these surveys are carried out on an annual basis. The average 
estimate for the period 2007-2020 is about 8,360 birds, ranging 
from 4,900 to 14,500, with a continuous increase favoured by 
greater coverage (figure 57). Most wintering birds are concentra-
ted in the north-east, the Massif Central and the southern slopes 
of the western Pyrenees.

The Hautes-Pyrénées department supports an important 
breeding population of Red Kites (above 200 pairs). Vallée du 
Haut-Adour. © Aurélie de Seynes
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Figure 56. Map of distribution of Red Kite in France (from 
Mionnet 2004).

Figure 57. Red Kite wintering population in France in 2007-
2020. In brackets the number of roosts visited (from: Riols 
2009; David et al. 2017, 2019; LPO 2019; David and Riols 
2020).

GEORGIA (ან ბოორაა)

There is very little information about Red Kite in Georgia. His-
torically it was considered to be resident throughout the sou-
th-western area bordering Turkey, Armenia and the Black Sea. 
It is mentioned by some authors as nesting at several localities 
in the mid-20th century, with possible or probable breeding, 
but without direct evidence. A couple of recent comprehensive 
reviews (2010 and 2013) consider many of the published re-
cords throughout this Caucasian area to be erroneous (mostly 
due to confusion with Black Kite), and that previous published 
information on possible nesting in Georgia are based on isolated 
migratory birds and non-breeders in the summer months. The 
few records published in the last 130 years are from April to 
September, and most of them are birds on migration along the 
Black Sea coasts.
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At present, there is no evidence of breeding and Red Kite is conside-
red as an occasional visitor, and its possible historical breeding in the 
Caucasian areas (in the north and south of the country) is disregar-
ded. In 40 years of monitoring (1973-2013), only seven solitary birds 
have been located, six of them in the west of the country, with five 
autumn records, one in spring and one in summer. By decade, there 
are two records in the 1970s, three the 1980s, one in the 1990s and 
one in 2000s. The last known sighting is of two birds in September 
2018 on the Black Sea coast.

Coordinated raptor migration counts (Batumi Raptor Counts) over 
almost 50 years consider the species as occasional on spring and 
autumn passages. To put it into perspective, in the autumn 2008-
2009 more than 1.5 million raptors were counted and only one 
Red Kite was detected, and from the more than nine million raptors 
counted in autumn during 2011-2019 only one was recorded.

One of the areas with recent sightings of Red Kites in Georgia: 
Black Sea coastal area in the southwest of the country (Batumi, 
15/3/20). © Boris Kuznetsov (“Tsminda Sameba Monastery, 
Ajaria, Georgia„ by Boris Kuznetsov is licensed with CC BY 2.0. 
To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/2.0/).



©
 T

at
av

as
co



Europe: An overview | 173 

GREECE (Ψαλιδιάρης)

Although records exist for the breeding season (May-July) that 
could indicate possible breeding, the Red Kite is not known to 
have ever bred in the country. Historically, it was commonly detec-
ted between October and March in northern and central Greece 
in the first half of the 20th century. By the end of the 20th century, 
Red Kite was only an irregular visitor during migration and very 
rare during winter, with very few records. From the middle of the 
19th century to the end of the 20th century, only 40 birds have 
been recorded, mostly in winter (November-March) in the cen-
tral and northern parts of Greece. Possible confusion with other 
similar birds of prey such as Black Kite and Long-legged Buzzard 
has been suggested. In the 21st century some Red Kites have been 
recorded in several areas, mainly on migration, with scarce but 
regular presence only in the south where it is assumed that there 
is passage of migratory birds from breeding areas of Sicily and 
southeast Italy, and some records from the northeast, near the 
Turkish border, and isolated records in other areas.

Recent wintering is very scarce (less than 10 birds), often mixed 
with Black Kites, being relatively regular only in the east and nor-
theast. Young radio-tracked birds from Central Europe (Austria, 
Slovakia and the Czech Republic) have also been recorded in 
central and western Greece in winter. Red Kite is included in the 
national Red Book (2009), where it is listed as “Data Deficient”, 
with numbers of less than 50 birds during migration and 4-5 in 
winter. It is also included in the List of Rare Birds of Greece (He-
llenic Ornithological Society), whose annual summaries include 
only one record for the period 2005-2017 (December 2006).

HUNGARY (Vörös kánya)

The Red Kite was a common species in Hungary in the late 
19th century until 1920, with a marked decline thereafter. In the 
20th century it was estimated to have 30 breeding pairs in the 
late 1950s, 25-30 pairs in the early 1960s and the last confirmed 
breeding in the 1970s was only 4-5 pairs in the north-west near 
the Austrian border. In the 1980s-1990s it was very rare, with 
observations only of migrating birds.

After having disappeared for a decade as a breeder, the Red Kite 
nested again in the early 1990s, with only 1-2 pairs at the end of 
that decade and 4-10 pairs at the beginning of the 21st century. 
In the present century the Red Kite is slowly increasing and 
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gradually expanding into new areas, with a small population of 
about 10 pairs through the 2000s that had increaed to an esti-
mated 13-19 pairs in 2019 (figure 58). The main breeding area 
is in the southwest of the country, with some pairs also in the 
northwest, always in areas west of the Danube. This expansion 
is explained by population increases in neighbouring countries.

In Hungary the Red Kite is a partial migrant, mainly present from 
March to November, with wintering areas further south, in the 
northern Mediterranean basin. In recent times some birds have 
been recorded wintering in southwest Hungary near Croatia, and 
this seems to be an increasing trend in recent years; the January 
2019 winter survey recorded 60 birds in total.

Figure 58. Estimates of Red Kite breeding population in 
Hungary.

Ferto-Hansag National Park, in the northwest of the country 
next to the Austrian border, supports some of the few nesting 
pairs of Red Kites in Hungary (Ferto-Hansag N.P., 15/7/13). 
© Traumrune/Wikimedia Commons (“Fertoe-Hansag-Nationalpark 
32.JPG” by Traumrune/Wikimedia Commons is licensed 
with CC BY-SA 3.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)
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IRELAND (Red Kite)

Extinct by the mid-19th century due to direct human persecution, 
poisoning and forest clearance for hunting and forestry interests, 
the Red Kite was considered an accidental species in Ireland for 
over two centuries, with very few individuals occurring annually. 
A territorial pair was detected in 1976, but did not breed.

A cooperation between Irish National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
the Golden Eagle Trust and The Welsh Red Kite Trust initiated a 
reintroduction programme in 2007 following methods and guide-
lines from the reintroduction programme in the United Kingdom. 
It was decided to use chicks from Wales because of the similar 
climate and environmental conditions of both areas and the good 
state of the donor population at that time. In May 2007, 100 large 

chicks were transported from Wales to Wicklow Mountains as part 
of a five-year reintroduction programme (2007-2011). The first 
30 chicks were released in Wicklow, the next group was released 
near Dublin (County Down). In July 2011 the last 53 birds were 
released, totalling 158 individuals during the period 2007-2011. 
Monitoring of the breeding population then began(figure 59).

In 2009 the first breeding attempts failed during the incubation 
period, and in 2010 the first successful breeding was reported (11 
nesting pairs and 12 fledglings). The number of birds increased 
progressively to reach 80-100 established pairs in 2017-2018. Be-
tween 2010 and 2015, 151 chicks fledged successfully. Although 
the reintroduction programme has been a success the species is 
considered threatened in Ireland, included in the Amber List due 
to the small size of the breeding population.

Coordinated winter surveys were carried out in January 2018 and 
2019, with counts just over 200 birds which suggest that the Irish 
population is sedentary.

Figure 59. Red Kite breeding population since re-introduction 
in 2010.

The east coast of Ireland hosted the first Red Kites released 
as part of the national reintroduction of the species (Wicklow 
Mountains, 31/3/12). © Sean MacEntee (“Wicklow Mountains” 
by Sean MacEntee is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy of this 
license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/)
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ICELAND (Svölugleða)

In Iceland the status of Red Kite is accidental with a single record 
reported to date. The bird was a juvenile that had been ringed as 
a chick in the north of Scotland and seen in Iceland in mid De-
cember 1997, remaining there until taken into care in September 
1999, and later relocated to Scotland.

ITALY (Nibbio reale)

Historically, the Red Kite used to be abundant in Italy until the 
19th century. At the beginning of the 20th century it was still quite 
common on the islands of Sardinia and Sicily and central-sou-
thern mainland Italy. Subsequently, there was a steady decline in 
its population. Throughout the 20th century the species declined, 
especially in the period 1960-1980, and its distribution contracted 
to south mainland Italy and the islands.

In the 1980s a national total of 150-300 pairs was estimated. In the 
early 1990s the continental population was mainly concentrated in 
the centre and south of the country, with only a few isolated pairs 
in the north; 130-170 breeding pairs in total.

During the 21st century the number of pairs increased (figure 
60), from 300-400 pairs in the 2000s to 425-515 breeding pairs 
in 2014, the most recent available estimate (figure 61). This po-
pulation growth has led to a lowering of the degree of threat to 
the status of the species nationally, which was “Endangered” in 
1998, but “Vulnerable” in 2011 with an estimated population of 
600-800 adult birds. In 2018 successful breeding was confirmed 
for the first time in northwest Italy, where there were no previous 
records of Red Kite breeding.

Italian island populations of Red Kites have declined since the 
second half of the 20th century (figure 62). On Sardinia, Red Kite 
was common during the first half of the 20th century but it decli-
ned at the end of the second half; 20-30 pairs were estimated in 
1971-1975, 10-20 pairs in the 1980s and 8-15 pairs in 1990-1995; 
during the 21st century the Sardinian Red Kite population has 
fluctuated from 20-25 pairs in 2006-2014 to 10-13 pairs in 2018. 
The Red Kite population in Sicily was of importance but it has 
suffered a sharp decline to near extinction in recent times; 120-150 
pairs estimated in the early 1970s, had decreased to 80-100 pairs in 
the early 1980s and only 25-30 pairs in the early 1990s. The trend 
continues in the 21st century with only 2-5 breeding pairs estima-

ted in 2014. The breeding populations of Sardinia and Sicily are 
listed as “Endangered” and “Critically Endangered”, respectively.

The wintering of many Central European Red Kites in Italy has 
been documented since the early 1990s and linked to landfill sites. 
Small numbers winter on the islands with less than 10 birds in 
Sicily and no more than 15 in Sardinia in the period 2012-2016, 
while in the country as a whole there was an average of about 1,620 
birds in the same period, mainly in the south (figures 63 and 64). 
Wintering birds stay in the Italian wintering areas from mid-Oc-
tober to early March; they are mainly from Germany, followed by 
Sweden, Poland and the Czech Republic.
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Landscape of the Basilicata region (11/5/07). © Sheldon Pax 
(“DSC_0756.JPG” by Sheldon Pax is licensed with CC BY-SA 
2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/) 

Figure 60. Evolution of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Italy.

Figure 61. Map of distribution of the Red Kite breeding 
population in Italy (Cillo and Laterza 2014) and number of 
pairs in the region (Sarà et al. 2009).
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LATVIA (Sarkanā klija)

Historically common in the west of the country, the Red Kite 
population declined throughout the 20th century, with the last 
confirmed breeding record in 1964 and very little recolonisation 
thereafter. During the second half of the 20th century, the Red 
Kite was a rare breeding bird in Latvia, with less than 3-5 pairs 
in the north-west. In the 21st century, 3-5 pairs were reported 
for the period 2006-2012 and 3 pairs estimated in 2016, in the 
north and northwest of the country. It occurs infrequently at other 
times of the year.

LIECHTENSTEIN (Rotmilan)

Information on the status of birds in this country is normally as-
sociated with Switzerland (last four Breeding Bird Atlases) and 
Austria. Red Kite is a scarce species with the frequency of records 
gradually increasing since the 1980s, with the first observation 
during the breeding season in 1994. First confirmed breeding 
records are from the beginning of the 21st century, although it was 
suspected before due to the continued presence of individuals in 
certain areas. Records are mainly from the north of the country, 
and mainly in the period April-July, although birds can be seen 
throughout the year. It may have bred in the north in the years 
1993-1996, where it appeared as a nester in 2013-2016 (data 
from the Swiss atlas). The population appears to have increased 

Figure 62. Breeding population estimates of Red Kite on the 
islands of Sardinia and Sicily by five-year periods over the last 
45 years (1970-2015).

Figure 64. Red Kite wintering population in Italy in 2012-2016 
(Fulco et al. 2015, 2017).

Figure 63. Distribution of the wintering population of Red Kites 
in Italy in 2011-2016 (Fulco et al. 2015, 2017).
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with population estimates of 0-1 pairs in the period 2006-2008, 
1-2 in 2009-2014 and 1-5 pairs more recently (2016-2019). It is 
listed as “Endangered” nationally.

LITHUANIA (Rudasis peslys)

Red Kite was a very rare breeding bird in Lithuania during the 
20th century, with no more than 5 pairs reported and a marked 
decrease in range. It was known as a breeder in 1981 and 1-2 pairs 
were estimated for the period 1985-1988. In the 1980s and 1990s 
there were irregular records of breeding in the west of the country, 
always fewer than 10 pairs. In 1965-1995 it was still present in 
the southern half of the country, while in 1990-1995 it only oc-
curred in the southwest and east. In 2000-2005 there were only 
two small isolated breeding sites in the west and south-west, with 
about 3-10 pairs in total. The kites disappeared from the east of 
Lithuania during the 1990s.

During the 21st century there has been a slight population increa-
se, with overall estimates of 5-10 pairs in 2005-2008 and 10-20 
pairs in 2013. This trend seems somewhat more pronounced in 
recent years as 20-35 pairs were estimated for the period 2007-
2017, including about 30 pairs in 2016. Breeding records are 

only in the west and south of the country. The Red Kite is listed 
as “Endangered” in the Lithuanian Red Data Book (2007). Oc-
casional wintering has occurred recently.

LUXEMBOURG (Roude milan)

There is little information on the Red Kite in Luxembourg befo-
re 1970, with less than a dozen nesting records, with the oldest 
record being from a nest in 1902. In the second half of the 19th 
century it was considered frequent, but by the beginning of the 
20th century it had become rare. From the 1940s onwards there 
was a slow increase to 12-15 breeding pairs, with a maximum of 
20 in one year. In 1960-1970, 16 nesting pairs were estimated, and 
in the 1970s there were annual breeding records, mainly from the 

Revier Nemunas Valley (Niemen) in southern Lithuania: one 
of the few nesting areas of Red Kite in the country (Birstonas, 
1/8/21). © Tonis Tolmin (“Vaizdas Birštono apžvalgos bokšto 
aikštelėje.jpg (View from Birštonas watch tower)” by Tolmintonis 
is licensed with CC BY-SA 3.0. To view a copy of this license, visit 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0).
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south of the country, with up to 14 pairs. At the beginning of the 
1980s there were just over 20 pairs, increasing to 46 nesting pairs 
in 1997 (figure 65). Since then, the species has been monitored 
and numbers increased to 100 pairs in 2019.

It is listed as “Vulnerable” in the 2019 Red List of birds of Lu-
xembourg. Comparison of the results of the three censuses carried 
out at national level (1997, 2003 and 2009) reveals an increase of 
43% over a period of 12 years (with 20 new territories). Red Kites 
occur in the country from mid-February to mid-November, and 
are considered accidental in winter. Luxembourg’s breeding Red 
Kite population winters in the Iberian Peninsula.

NORTHERN MACEDONIA (Црвена луња)

Red Kite historically bred in the country, with the last known 
breeding record in 1906, in the south-west of the country. The 
species suffered a sharp decline in the 20th century and was con-
sidered extinct as a breeder in the 1960s-1970s. Throughout the 
21st century it has been considered a vagrant species, with about 
30 birds reported up to 2011.

MALTA (Astun aħmar)

There is no information confirming breeding of Red Kite in the 
archipelago, but there are some indirect references suggesting that 
it may have bred in May on sea cliffs in Gozo island (Ghaudex) 
around 1834. The species was considered rare at the beginning of 
the 20th century. The first documented historical record for Malta 
refers to five birds in October 1904 and the second to April 1943, 
with no further specific information available until the 1970s. In 
the coordinated migratory counts of raptors carried out during the 
period 1969-1973 only two isolated birds were recorded, both on 
autumn passage (August-September). By 1989 only 15 sightings 
were confirmed. In the complete review published in the Malta 
Ornithological Society’s bulletin (Il Merill), covering the years 
1970 to 2017 (Volumes 1 to 33), there are 28 mentions of ob-
servations of Red Kites, all isolated birds, mostly in the months 
of September-October (86% of records) and fairly evenly spread 
over time (Figure 66). In 1990 a bird ringed in Germany was shot 
in September. The species is included on the list of the Maltese 
National Rarities Committee.

Figure 65. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kite 
in Luxembourg.

The north of Luxembourg supports an important breeding 
population of Red Kite.countryside north of Troisvierges 
(9/1/19). © Claude Meisch (“CR337 vers Cornelysmillen – au N de 
Troisvierges, Luxembourg.jpg” by Cayambe is licensed with CC BY-
SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/4.0)
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MOLDOVA (Gaie roșie)

The Red Kite was still breeding in the west and north of the coun-
try in the mid-1950s and is considered to have disappeared as a 
nester in the period 1980-1990. It is still extinct as a breeder in 
the 21st century and only recorded as a vagrant. There is
little available information on the species in Moldova.

MONTENEGRO (Crvena lunja)

There is very little information on the Red Kite for this coun-
try. Extinct as a breeder during the 20th century, no confirmed 
breeding records exist. The species is considered rare during 
migration on the recent List of the Birds of Montenegro (2015). 
Recently, there have been some records of ratio tracked birds 
from other European breeding populations (Austria, Slovakia 
and Czech Republic).

NORWAY (Rød glente)

Breeder in the 19th century, with at least four confirmed breeding 
records the second half of the 19th century, but considered ex-
tinct as a breeder in the late 1880s. There are no further breeding 
records and the species is currently considered a rare visitor, 
occurring accidentally almost annually, seemingly increasing sli-
ghtly in recent years (up to three or four per year). It is thought 
that these birds possibly originate from Denmark.

NETHERLANDS (Rode wouw)

Extinct in 1850-1860, the Red Kite bred in the country until at 
least 1852. In the 20th century it was a very rare and occasional 
breeder, being very scarce as a migrant and extremely rare as a 
wintering bird, with birds probably coming from neighbouring 
areas of Germany and Belgium. A couple of isolated cases of bre-
eding are known in the second half of the 1970s (1 pair in 1976 
and 1-2 pairs in 1977).

In later years breeding numbers became very rare and irregu-
lar, ranging between 0 and 3 pairs annually until the end of the 
century (figure 67). In the 21st century, natural recolonisation 
occurred with nesting again in 2008 and definitive establishment 
from 2010 onwards with breeding every year and an increase in 

Figure 66. Documented records of Red Kites in Malta in the 
21st century, according to decades (top) and their phenology 
by month (bottom; data extracted from Malta Ornithological 
Society 1970-2017).

South sea cliffs of Gozo Island where Red Kite may have bred at the 
end of the 19th century in Malta (south coast of Gozo, 6/12/12).  
© Carlos M. Martín
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pairs during the period 2015-2018. In 2017, 12 breeding pairs 
were recorded.

The breeding areas are in the east and south of the country, near 
the borders with Germany and Belgium, likely dispersal areas for 
the Dutch nesting population. The latest available data estimate 
breeding numbers at 14-16 pairs (2018), with 1-5 wintering birds 
(2013-2015) and less than 100 birds/year on migratory passage 
(2008-2012).

Although Red Kites are recorded throughout the year in the Ne-
therlands, numbers peak during migratory passage, especially in 
March-May and October (figure 68).

Figure 67. Red Kite breeding population in the Netherlands 
during the period 1976-2018: by year (top) and by five-year 
period (bottom).

Figure 68. Phenology of Red Kites in the Netherlands, based on 
sightings by month during the period 1989-2014 (data from the 
Special Species Project, BSP; extracted from SOVON 2020).
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POLAND (Kania ruda)

Since the 19th century and through the 20th century the Red 
Kite declined in Poland with minimum numbers of only 80-100 
breeding pairs in the early 1960s and 50-80 pairs in 1970-1971. 
At the end of the 20th century it bred in the north and northwest of 
the country and was scarcer in the east and centre, and practically 
absent from the mountains in the south. As a result of the increase 
of the neighbouring population from Germany at the end of the 
20th and into the 21st century there was a significant increase in 
Poland. The 300 pairs in 1985 increased to 1,500-1,800 breeding 
pairs in 2010-2012. Since then it has suffered a further population 
decline, with the latest figure being 650-750 breeding pairs in 
2017 (figure 69).

South of the Netherlands, near the Belgian and German borders, 
supporting most of the breeding Red Kites in the country. Island 
forest near Crapoel (Gulpen-Wittem, Limburg, 12/5/19).
© Romaine (“Gulpen-Crapoelse bossen (5).jpg” by Romaine 
is marked under CC0 1.0. To view the terms, visit http://
creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.en)

The Red Kite has not been assessed in the latest national Red List 
(2017), as it is considered an irregular breeder. In recent times there 
have been serious conservation problems for Red Kites with high 
mortality and low productivity in the period 2008-2017, due to indis-
criminate poisoning with rodenticides and herbicides in agriculture.

Figure 69. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kite 
in Poland.
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Figure 70. Decline of Red Kite breeding range in Poland and 
nearby eastern Europe over a 40-year period: 1965-2005 (from 
Alex and Nicolai 2009).

Summer landscape in Krzesin Protected Landscape Area, west 
Poland near the German border (19/8/16), with an important 
breeding population of Red Kites. © Krzysztof Kliszewski 
(“Krzesiński Park Krajobrazowy z nad jeziora Borek.jpg” by Krzysztof 
Kliszewski is licensed with CC BY-SA 3.0. To view a copy of this license, 
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)
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Furthermore, there has been a decrease in the breeding area of 
Red Kite from the end of the 20th century to the beginning of the 
21st century, especially in the centre and east of the country. Until 
1995 it still bred in the east, whereas in 2005 it only bred in the 
north and west (Figure 70). However, in the west, where landscape 
changes have not been so dramatic, there have been no significant 
population changes in the periods 1996-2001 and 2012-2017.

Polish breeding Red Kites winter in the Iberian Peninsula and 
southern France. The species is listed as “Near Threatened” on 
the Polish Red List (2002).
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PORTUGAL (Milhafre real)

The Red Kite was one of the most persecuted raptor species in 
Portugal, undergoing a sharp decline from the mid-20th cen-
tury onwards despite its legal protection since 1970. In the mid-
1980s it was still present in a large part of the country but in very 
low numbers and with a 50% decline in the last decade. Little 
information is available before the first estimate of the breeding 
population in Portugal of 100-120 pairs for the period 1974-
1984 (figure 71).

At the end of the 20th century it was almost extinct in the south 
and quite rare in the rest of the country, with a population decline 
of approximately 80% in 15 years, with about 25-40 breeding 
pairs. The first national survey (2001) found 50-100 pairs, with se-
veral similar estimates subsequently throughout the 21st century. 
In the Portuguese Red Data Book (2010) the resident population 
is listed as “Critically Endangered”, with less than 250 adult birds. 
The most recently published estimates are 50 breeding pairs in 

2017 and less than 100 pairs for the decade 2010-2019. In the 
European Breeding Bird Atlas (2013-2017) it is restricted to the 
east of the country, in areas close to Spanish populations. Com-
munal roosts have been recorded during May-August in the sou-
th, which proves the existence of non-breeding birds during the 
breeding season.

Figure 71. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Portugal.

Beira Interior (Sabugal, 27/5/14), one of the important nesting 
areas for Red Kites in Portugal: © Vitor Oliveira (“Sabugal – 
Portugal” by Vitor Oliveira is licensed with CC BY-SA 2.0. To view a 
copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/)
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The wintering population in Portugal consists mainly of mi-
gratory birds from central and northern Europe. The highest 
abundance occurs in the eastern inland areas of the central south 
of the country, south of the Tagus (especially in the Alentejo 
region, which supports more than 90% of the birds counted). 
In the Portuguese Red Book (2005), this population is consi-
dered “Vulnerable”, with less than 1,000 individuals. The first 
national winter survey was carried out in 2003-2004 at 12 roosts, 
totalling 1,000-1,250 birds. Subsequently, national surveys are 
available for the period 2015-2019, also based on roost counts 
(figure 72).

The totals are not directly comparable between years due to di-
fference in effort and coverage. The true number of wintering 
Red Kites in Portugal is likely to be underestimated due to poor 
coverage, and may actually be double or triple the numbers of the 
year with best coverage (2017), when 2,223 birds were recorded. 
A recent estimate (2012) estimates the national wintering popu-
lation at around 5,000-8,000 birds, and some regional data and 
partial surveys point to a recent increase of Red Kites wintering 
in Portugal. An adequate survey of the Portuguese wintering po-
pulation is considered a priority at national and international 
level in future years. The Red Kite is exceptional in the Atlantic 
archipelagos of the Azores, Madeira and Salvajes, where it is con-
sidered a vagrant species.

UNITED KINGDOM (Red Kite)

Historically, the Red Kite was common and widespread across 
Britain, but was heavily persecuted, and suffered a marked decli-
ne in the 18th and 19th centuries. It disappeared completely in 
Northern Ireland in the mid-18th century and in Scotland and 
England in the late 19th century (between 1870 and 1896). By the 
early 20th century, when the protection efforts were first activated, 
the Red Kite had been confined to a few montane oak woods 
in remote valleys in mid-Wales, with a small surviving group of 

Figure 72. Wintering population of Red Kite in Portugal in 
2015-2019. For each year the number of roosts visited is shown 
in brackets (data extracted from: Leitao and Costa 2015, 2017; 
Leitao 2017; Machado et al. 2019).
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around 12 birds. About 5 nesting pairs were recorded around 
1900 and only 4-10 pairs in the period 1900-1939. The most 
critical situation occurred during the 1930s-1940s when only a 
few pairs survived; DNA analysis has shown that the entire present 
Welsh population is descended from a single breeding female.

This small population was eventually protected by local landow-
ners and groups but despite legal protection its numbers recovered 
very slowly due to restricted genetic diversity, an unfavourable 
climate (very wet and cold), very unproductive habitat and human 

Figure 73. Red Kite breeding population in the UK by country 
at the end of the 20th century (from Wotton et al. 2002).

Figure 74. Red Kite breeding population in Northern Ireland 
since their reintroduction in 2008.

Gigrin Farm is the most important feeding ground for Red 
Kites in Wales, and has become a tourist attraction as well as 
an important site for the conservation of the species in the UK 
(Gigrin Farm, Rhayader, Wales, 5/1/20). © Tony Armstrong-Sly 
(“Red Kites, Wales” by Tony Armstrong-Sly is licensed with CC BY-
ND 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/)
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Figure 75. Evolution of the British and Welsh breeding 
populations during the 21st century.

persecution (poisoning, egg collecting and illegal hunting), all of 
which meant low breeding success. It was not until the 1960s 
that the population surpassed 20 breeding pairs again, only to be 
affected by the use of organochlorine pesticides and the epidemic 
of myxomatosis in rabbits. 
 
Although there was a steady increase to 40 breeding pairs in the 
period 1970-1980 and 40-50 pairs in 1980-1990, the population 
showed no clear signs of recovery, and both the expected popu-
lation increase and range expansion towards other nearby more 
productive areas were taking place too slowly. In 1989, 69 terri-
torial pairs were recorded (52 of them breeding), with 62 nesting 
pairs in 1990. It was therefore decided to launch an ambitious 
experimental reintroduction project, which began simultaneously 
in England and Scotland in 1989.

The Red Kite reintroduction project in the UK was developed by 
the RSPB and several governmental statutory agencies, after an 
extensive period of consultation and review of procedures, actions 
and approaches, and was carried out with the support of IUCN 
reintroduction experts. It was initiated in the period 1989-1994, 
by translocating chicks from Sweden (Scania region), Spain (Na-
varra and Aragon) and Wales (British native population). The first 
birds were collected in Sweden on 10 June 1989. In Spain, chicks 
were collected from 41 different nests in the years 1991-1993 in 
Navarra and chicks from another 23 nests in 1992-1994 in Ara-
gon. In total, 93 large chicks were translocated to new locations: 
in 1989-1993 to the north of Scotland (Black Isle) from Sweden, 
and in 1989-1994 to the south of England (Chilterns), originating 
from Sweden, Spain and Wales. There was a first unsuccessful 
breeding attempt in England in 1991, and in 1992 it successfully 
bred again in both territories. In 1992 the entire population was 
79 breeding pairs (including Wales) and from then the population 
began to grow (figure 73). In 1996 the British breeding population 
consisted of at least 127 pairs in Wales, 37 in southern England 
and 16 in northern Scotland.

The increase in these initial populations allowed new individuals 
to be obtained and translocated to other suitable locations for the 
species, leading to hundreds of birds being relocated to different 
sites, with the intention of facilitating the recolonisation of all avai-
lable suitable areas across the country.

By the end of the 20th century, in 2000, the Red Kite population 
was considered fully recovered and in a clear process of population 
increase and geographical expansion across the UK, attributed 
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to the various reintroductions and translocations carried out, the 
increased protection of the species, the decrease in direct human 
persecution and the positive response of the native Welsh kite po-
pulation. The 2000 national survey recorded 465-605 territorial 
pairs (of which 372-490 were nesting). In Wales, the total number 
of nesting pairs that year was 259 (up from 52 at the start of the 
project in 1989).

In Northern Ireland, where the species became extinct in the 
mid-18th century, an unsuccessful breeding attempt is known to 
have been made in 2002. In 2008, the reintroduction process also 
began with birds from Wales, with releases of 80-100 birds over 
the period 2008-2010 and the first successful breeding in 2010 
(4-5 pairs, with 5 chicks fledged). Subsequently, numbers have 
increased steadily to 20-21 pairs in the 2016-2018 interval, with 
28 chicks fledged in 2017 (figure 74).

The British Red Kite population continues to expand, and does 
not appear to have reached its maximum population. In 2005, 
901-971 nesting pairs were estimated. Since then, it has not been 
possible to carry out an exhaustive national census due to the 
difficulties of monitoring a highly dispersed distribution. 

In 2012 the Red Kite exceeded the criteria for inclusion on the UK 
Rare Breeding Birds list, and has since been excluded from annual 
nationally targeted monitoring. In recent times it has continued to 
expand, with an estimated 3,000-6,000 breeding pairs by 2015, 
and then 6,000 pairs by 2018. Studies examining the population 
increase and the availability of food and suitable habitat point to 
a possible future population of up to 20,000 breeding pairs in 
the UK.

The wintering population is also currently increasing; in the last 
census carried out (January 20 2019), a total of 1,286 individuals 
were recorded in England (in 41 roosts), 55 in Northern Ireland 
(17 roosts) and 940 in Scotland (in 29 roosts), with Welsh num-
bers not counted. It is estimated that in winter between 4,000 and 
6,000 individuals may be in the UK. 

CZECH REPUBLIC (Luňák červený)

The Red Kite was not abundant in the country from the 14th to 
the 18th centuries. Historical records mention only two records of 
breeding during the 19th century, one in 1870-1880 in the south 
(Bohemia) and another in 1887 in the north-east (Silesia), the 
species being considered extinct by the end of the 19th century. 
In the 20th century there are a few observations, with isolated 
records of possible breeding in 1942, 1945 and 1965.

The Czech Republic is a good example of natural recovery of a 
Red Kite population, with its recolonisation in 1976, after being 
extinct for almost a century. Since the second half of the 1970s the 
Red Kite has recolonised areas in the west and south of the country 
(in the Bohemian and Moravian regions), where it traditionally 
bred in the 19th century and expanded into new territories as its 
population grew. The first confirmed breeding record during the 
recolonisation was in 1976 in Moravia (perhaps even earlier, in 
1974), where in 1991 about 10 pairs were reported and by 1994 
17 nests were recorded. In Bohemia the first breeding record was 
in 1979 and around 1994 there were about 40 pairs. In the first 
Czech national atlas (1973-1977) 2-4 pairs were recorded at three 
different sites, and at the end of the 1970s there were 20-50 pairs 
nationwide. It was a regular breeder during the period 1985-1995, 
with a population increase of more than 50% in the period 1973-
1995, and overall estimates of 30-50 pairs. In the 21st century it 
was listed as “Critically Endangered” on the national Red List 
(2003), with an estimate of less than 250 birds. 

Figure 76. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kite in 
the Czech Republic.
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In subsequent years it increased steadily(Figure 76), with peak 
numbers of 165-185 pairs in 2012-2014 and a slight decline in 
recent years (125-150 pairs estimated in 2014-2018). The Red 
Kite currently nests throughout the country, especially in sou-
thern Moravia and western Bohemia, with less in the east. The 
four Breeding Bird Atlases in the country reflect this increase 
well: in 1973-1977 it was restricted to three locations, in western 
Bohemia and southern Moravia; in 1985-1989 there were 30-50 
pairs in the south and centre-west of the country; in 2000-2003 it 
was found in a similar geographical area, but with larger numbers 
(70-100 pairs); and in 2014-2017 there was an estimated 125-
150 breeding pairs in the west and in the south.

The Bohemian and Moravian regions have the largest breeding 
numbers of Red Kites in the Czech Republic. Summer landscape 
in the South Bohemian countryside (23/8/10).
© Renate Dodell (“Landscape in Southern Bohemia” by Renate 
Dodell is licensed with CC BY-ND 2.0. To view a copy of this license, 
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/)
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Since 1980-1990 Red Kites have wintered regularly in the Czech 
Republic, mainly in southern Moravia. At the end of the 20th cen-
tury only 5-10 birds were being reported, and at the beginning of 
the 21st century up to 40 birds were being reported. In the same 
area, 119 individuals were recorded in winter 2007-2008, with 
a peak of 132 in October 2000 (probably including birds still 
on migration). In other areas there are occasional sightings with 
counts up to 40 birds. In the national survey of January 2019, 185 
Red Kites were counted.

Migration in the Czech Republic is in March-May and July-Octo-
ber, and groups of non-breeders of up to 30 birds are sometimes 
recorded in June. According to ringing data, Czech birds winter 
in Austria, Spain, France, Sicily and Greece.

ROMANIA (Gaie roŞie)

There is very little information available on Red Kite in Romania. 
Officially considered extinct in 1912, there were still a few bree-
ding birds at the end of the 20th century, mainly in the mountains 
in the north-west of the country, but these steadily decreased 
until their total disappearance as breeders. Nationally 10 pairs 
were reported in the 1970s-1980s, later estimations were given 
of 1-10 pairs for the period 1986-1992, 10-20 pairs in the early 
1990s, and 0-5 pairs in the period 1995-2002. 

During the 20th century it was more frequently detected on 
migration, with occasional wintering. In the 21st century there 
are no known breeding records, only rare observations du-
ring migration. Birding Romania reports 16 observations since 
1999, mainly during autumn passage (September-October; 
figure 77).

North-west Romania supported the last breeding pairs of Red 
Kite in the country during the 20th century (Crasna Viseului, 
Maramures, 23/5/20). © Mihai Lucîț (“Maramures-Flickr-
Revoltatul.jpg” by Revoltatul is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view 
a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/2.0/)

Figure 77. Phenology of the Red Kite in Romania, according 
to monthly records in the period 1999-2020 (extracted from 
Jozsef et al. 2020).
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RUSSIA (Красный коршун)

There is very little information available about Red Kite from 
European Russia, west of the Ural Mountains. The Red Kite was 
already scarce at the end of the 20th century. In the decade 1980-
1990 about 100 breeding pairs were estimated for the whole of 
the Soviet Union, although these figures are unreliable. At the 
start of the 1990s a sharp decline was documented; only 50 pairs 
were estimated for Russia. There are Red Kite records in the east 
(areas east of the Black Sea and Russian Caucasus) from the end 
of the 19th century, with a few birds still breeding in the 1980-
1990s but they had vanished by the end of the 20th century. At 
this time only a few isolated pairs may have bred in the north-west 
(near the Estonian border), the south-west (along the Black Sea), 
and the key area of Kaliningrad (on the Baltic Sea coast, sand-

wiched between Lithuania and Poland). Kaliningrad is the only 
known stable breeding area for the species in the entire Russian 
Federation in the 21st century, where its numbers had declined 
from several tens of pairs at the beginning of the 19th century to 
only 3-4 pairs in 1940. There is no reliable breeding information 
before 1970, only that it was present. In the 21st century it only 
occurs in 2-3 places, on the borders with Lithuania and Poland, 
with estimates of 5-10 pairs between 1999 and 2005, and even 
fewer more recently (1-6 pairs in 2006-2015).

In the Russian Red Data Book (2000) the Red Kite is listed as 
“Endangered” and mentions the lack of information available, 
with only a few nesting pairs (in Kaliningrad and east Black Sea 

The Kaliningrad enclave (isolated from the rest of Russia on the 
Baltic Sea, and sandwiched between Lithuania and Poland) is 
the only area with possible Red Kite breeding in the country at 
present (Slavsky District, Kaliningrad, 22/6/13). 
© Pavel Golovachev (“Slavsky District, Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia-
panoramio (18).jpg” by Pavel Golovachev is licensed with CC BY-
3.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/3.0)
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coast). A review carried out in 2012 for the European part of the 
Russian Federation estimates 5-10 pairs in total, with seemingly 
stable numbers. Another review rejects the possible historical bre-
eding of the species in the Russian Caucasus area (2010) on the 
borders with Georgia and Azerbaijan, with only a few vagrants 
during passage.

SAN MARINO (Nibbio reale)

There is very little information available for San Marino where 
Red Kite must be very scarce. The species is not mentioned as a 
breeder in the Atlas of the Birds of San Marino (2007-2011); at 
national level it is only recorded on passage. San Marino is far from 
the breeding and wintering areas of the species in Italy..

SERBIA (Crvena lunja)

Historically present throughout the north of the country, the Red 
Kite declined sharply during the second half of the 20th century, 
with fewer than 10 known nesting records since 1950. It was con-
sidered virtually extinct as a breeder in the 1960s-1980s, with a 
last confirmed breeding record in 1968, and only a few occasional 
sightings in the following 30 years. In the period 1977-1996 bre-
eding was recorded at only three different localities.

Towards the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st 
century, sightings became more frequent during passage, winter 
and summer in the north, with possible breeding. In the period 
1998-2002 there were an estimated 3-5 pairs in several localities 
in the north, centre and south of the country, although nesting 
was not confirmed. In the 21st century, breeding of the species 
in Serbia remains unproven, although there are sightings of birds 
in the breeding season in several places, especially in the north, 
and there are some estimates of this potential breeding popula-
tion: 0-5 pairs in 2008 and 0-1 in the period 2008-2012. In 2015 
the species was considered likely extinct as a breeder in Serbia, 
with only one possible breeding pair, and in the recent Atlas of 
European Breeding Birds (2013-2017) it does not appear to be 
breeding in the country.

Although currently a rare species in Serbia, Red Kites are recor-
ded throughout the year, including in winter, but particularly in 
spring. A recent study has recorded radio-tracked birds of Aus-
trian, Czech and Slovakian origin in north-west Serbia, bordering 

There is no historical breeding data for the Red Kite in the 
San Marino, where the species only appears on passage. 
Countryside, valleys and hills in San Marino (6/12/17).
© Carlos M. Martín

Figure 78. Phenology of radio-tracked juvenile Red Kites 
(no. birds/day) from Central Europe in Serbia in 2014-2018 
(extracted from Literák et al. 2018).
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Croatia, during the years 2014-2018 (Figure 78). They are more 
frequent in autumn (September-October) than in spring (April-
May). It is considered that if Central European populations con-
tinue to increase, dispersing juveniles will take up these breeding 
territories in the future.

SWEDEN (Röd glada)

Historically Red Kite bred in much of central and southern Swe-
den, and was still a common species in the 1850s. From the end of 
the 19th and beginning of the 20th century there was a population 
decline due to direct human persecution and pollution, until its 
protection in 1914. The population was estimated to be 50-80 
breeding pairs in the 1960s-1970s, 50 pairs in the 1970s, and 
approximately 30-50 pairs during the 1970s-1980s, when it was 
restricted to only a few areas in the south of the country.

In 1976, as part of a national conservation project, winter supple-
mentary food was provided followed by population monitoring 
leading to a rapid recovery of the breeding population (figure 79). 

The project was successful and the 50 pairs estimated in 1980 
had increased to over 200 in the late 1980s, and to about 900-
1,000 pairs in 2000. During the 21st century the population has 
continued to increase, reaching 1,800 pairs in 2007 and 3,600-
4,300 pairs in 2017, the latest available data. The majority of the 
breeding population is in the southernmost province of Scania 
which supported over 95% of the national population in 2007. 
Annual growth rates for the period 1982-2006 was 7%, for the 
period 1998-2006 was 13%, and between 2001 and 2012 was 
100-200%. A recent study estimated that Sweden could support 
a future population of up to 5,000-10,000 breeding pairs of 
Red Kites.

Gornje Podunavlje Special Nature Reserve (20/6/15). Recent 
observations of Red Kites outside the breeding period have 
occurred in this protected area in north-west Serbia near the 
Croatian border. © Kalinka Tamás (“Kengyiai tanya.jpg” by 
Kalinka Tamás is licensed with CC BY-SA 3.0. To view a copy of 
this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

Figure 79. Breeding population of Red Kites in Sweden over the 
last 50 years (1965-2017): annual results (top) and by decades 
(bottom).
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Aerial view of the Falsterbo (10/6/13), monitoring migration 
at the bird observatory since the 1970s. © Thomas Woodtli 
(“Skanör-Falsterbo, Sweden” by Eyewall ZRH is licensed with CC 
BY 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/2.0/)
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Standardised raptor counts of Red Kites at Falsterbo Bird Ob-
servatory since the 1970s (figure 80) mirror the growth of the 
Swedish population. At Falsterbo predominantly juveniles are 
recorded when they migrate south (mainly to France and Spain) 
as adults tend to be sedentary. Decadal averages for the counts at 
the observatory are: 71 birds in 1973-1979, 227 in 1980-1989, 
817 in 1990-1999, 1,807 in 2000-2010 and 3,231 in 2011-2019.

In parallel, the wintering of Red Kites in Sweden has also been 
increasing: 20-40 birds in the winter 1968-1969, about 600 in 
1999-2000, 1,000-1,500 in 2007-2008 and almost 1,600 in 2017-
2018. An estimate from 2015 was 1,000-2,000 wintering birds.

SWITZERLAND
(Milan royal, Nibbio reale, Rotmilan)

At the end of the 19th century the Red Kite was confined to the 
west and south-west of the country (cantons of Jura, Neuchâtel 
and Valais), and its range reduced up to the 1960s. Switzerland 
is a good example of conservation success after simple measures. 
After protection was implemented the population increased, from 
estimates of about 90 pairs in 1969, 235-300 in 1980-1990, and 
800-1,200 pairs in 1993 (figure 81).

Their range also increased considerably, estimated at a 44% in-
crease in a 20 year period (1972-1976 to 1992-1996), especially 
in the west of the country. The north is the main breeding and 
wintering area of the Red Kite in Switzerland during the 20th 
century. Throughout the 21st century it continued its demogra-
phic and geographical expansion, settling in the lower alpine 
valleys, with high densities between 400 and 900 m altitude 
(Figure 82).

Already during the 21st century, 1,200-1,500 pairs were estima-
ted in 2005-2009 and 2,800-3,500 pairs in a recent national atlas 
(2013-2016), representing a very significant increase, more than 
doubling the previous available estimate. The Red Kite now oc-
cupies most of the country, except for the south and far east, and 
both population density and distribution continue to increase.

Figure 80. Red Kite counts in autumn at Falsterbo Bird 
Observatory in 1973-2019 (from: Klaasen and Kjellén 2009; 
Kjellen 2020).
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Figure 81. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Switzerland.
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Jura Mountains landscape, northern Switzerland. This region 
was the last stronghold for Swiss Red Kites in the 20th century 
and served as the starting point for the natural recolonisation 
of the country. Today it supports a dense breeding population, 
increasingly under pressure from intensified agricultural 
practices. © Patrick Scherler

Figure 82. Expansion of the breeding range of Red Kites 
in Switzerland in the period 1972-2014 (from Aebischer 
2014b).

Wintering has been known since the mid-20th century, although 
initially of only a few birds. The earliest records are of about 200 
birds in the winter 1987-1988 and about 170 in 1995-96, but these 
may have been incomplete. The first complete survey was carried 
out in 2002-2003, which produced 1,000 birds and, since 2007, 
winter surveys of Red Kites have taken place annually (Figure 83).

This wintering population has gradually increased concurrently 
with the breeding population, reaching figures of 3,000-3,500 
birds in 2016-2019 (figure 83). The wintering population pri-
marily consists of adults (only 13% of birds in roosts during the 
period 2007-2014 were juveniles). Survival rates of non-migratory 
resident birds are probably higher than migratory birds which are 
predominantly juveniles.
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Figure 83. Wintering population of Red Kites in Switzerland.
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TURKEY (Kırmızı çaylak)

There are no verified historical breeding records of Red Kite in 
Turkey, although it is often considered as a former breeder in the 
literature. There have only been a few summer records of isolated 
birds in the late 1970s, and in the 1980s-1990s it was recorded in 
the north and northeast during the breeding season, with possible 
occasional breeding in both the central plateau and the Black Sea 
area. In the second half of the 20th century wintering was rare, 
with a few birds on migration, and no recent data of confirmed 
breeding, although it may have done so in the past. Between 1987 
and 2011, a total of about 50 birds were recorded, mostly on 
the Black Sea coasts, with others in the east, northwest, central 

plateau and southern Mediterranean coast. The vast majority of 
records occurred in April-May (60%) and September-October, 
with isolated birds in February, July-August and December.

In the 21st century it is considered a rare migrant and wintering 
species in different regions (mainly in the north), with occasional 
sightings in the breeding season in the north, centre and east, 
but with no concrete evidence of breeding. Several authors es-
timated 0-10 pairs at the beginning of the 21st century (2001 
and 2004), although subsequently (2008-2009) it is no longer 
considered to breed in the country. In the recent Breeding Bird 
Atlas of Turkey (2014-2017) as well as in the Breeding Birds Atlas 
of Europe (2013-2017), it is not considered as a breeder, while the 
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latest revision of BirdLife International (2020) it is mentioned as a 
resident breeder. Red Kite has been a very rare wintering bird in 
recent times in Anatolia and the Black Sea coastal area.
 
In the migratory raptor counts in the Bosphorus, Dardanelles and 
Anatolia, Red Kites have been very scarce both at the end of the 
20th century and during the 21st century with only a few isola-
ted birds among tens of thousands of raptors counted. It is also 
accepted that some of the observations attributed to this species 
in Turkey may have been misidentified Black Kites, and as a con-
sequence many of the published Turkish records (historical and 
more recent) may be incorrect.

UKRAINE (Шуліка рудий)

A former breeder in the country, the Red Kite underwent a mar-
ked population decline during the second half of the 20th century. 
In the 1950s-1960s it was still found throughout the west of the 
country, with an estimated 10-12 nesting pairs, although actual 
numbers were undoubtedly higher. In the period 1965-1985 it 
occupied a narrow strip in the north and north-west, bordering 

Belarus and Poland. In 1988 only 5-8 pairs were reported, and 
in the period 1990-1995 it was only found in two areas, in the 
north and west, with overall estimates of 4-6 pairs. During the 
beginning of the 21st century, different sources estimated figures 
of 5-10 pairs and at the end of the 2000s it was already considered 
to be extinct as a national breeder, with only sporadic presence 
of isolated birds. The Ukrainian Red Data Book (2009) cites 
breeding as unlikely. It was considered as such for about a deca-
de until 2017, when breeding was confirmed again in the west 
of the country, with an estimated 1-5 nesting pairs. In addition, 
successful hybridisation with Black Kites have been detected in 
eastern Ukraine in 2017 and 2018. The current situation suggests 

Anatolian landscape (Kiziloren, Konya Province, 9/9/91). In this 
region of central Turkey the Red Kite winters very rarely and 
may have bred in the past. © Volker Höhfeld (“Erenler Dağı 09 09 
1991 bei Kızılören.jpg” by Volker Höhfeld is licensed with CC BY-SA 
4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/4.0/)
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a possible new phase of recolonisation in Ukraine, perhaps aided 
by population expansion of the species in neighbouring countries 
(such as Poland and Slovakia).
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BirdlIfe International 2004, 2015; Aebischer 2009, 2014, 2017, 2018, 
2019; Klaasen and Kjellén 2009; Knott et al. 2009; Nicolai 2012; Aebis-
cher and David 2013; Mebs and Schmidt 2014; David 2017; Bengtsson 
2018)

SWITZERLAND (Fuchs 1970; Cramp 1980; Evans and Pienkowski 1991; 
Evans et al. 1997; Schmid et al. 1998; Snow and Perrins 1998; Heath et 
al. 2000; Carter 2001; BirdLife International 2004, 2015, 2017; Aebis-
cher 2009, 2014a, 2014b, 2018, 2019; Broch and Aebischer 2009; Kno-
tt et al. 2009; Riols 2009; Knaus 2010; Nicolai 2012; David and Aebis-
cher 2016, 2019; David 2017; Knaus et al. 2018; Swiss Ornithological 
Institute 2020)

TURKEY (Cramp 1980; Evans and Pienkowski 1991; Kirwan and Martins 
1994, 2000; Porter et al. 1996; Viñuela 1996; Snow and Perrins 1998; 
Kirwan et al. 1999, 2003, 2008a, 2008b, 2014; Global Raptor Infor-
mation Network 2000; Ferguson-Lees and Christie 2001; BirdLife In-
ternational 2004; Kilic and Eken 2004; Turan 2005; Bagyura et al. 2006; 
Kiziroglu 2008; Aebischer 2009, 2014; Knott et al. 2009; Porter and As-
pinall 2010; Iliker and Albayrak 2015; Iliker et al. 2015; Karakas 2015; 
Arslangündogdu 2018; Uysal and Tosunoglu 2018; Boyla et al. 2019; Ae-
bischer and Sergio 2020; BirdLife International 2020b)

UKRAINE (Snow and Perrins 1998; Carter 2001; Tucker and Heath 1994, 
2004; Aebischer 2009, 2017, 2019; Akimov 2009; Alex and Nicolai 2009; 
Gavrilyuk 2010; BirdLife International 2015, 2017; Ianenko and Serebr-
yakov 2015; Kuzmenko et al. 2017; Aebischer and Sergio 2020; Literak et 
al. 2020; Vetrov et al. 2020)
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Although 90% of the world breeding population of Red 
Kites is found in Europe, breeding or presence is also 
documented in other countries in Africa and Asia. For 

this chapter available information regarding the status of Red Kite 
outside Europe has been compiled. The references used are given 
at the end of the chapter.

MOROCCO:
LAST BREEDING POPULATION OUTSIDE 
EUROPE ON THE VERGE OF EXTINCTION

Morocco has maintained a small breeding population of Red Kite 
until very recently. Being a poorly understood species in Morocco, 
it is currently unknown if any breeding pairs remain. Historically, 
it was distributed as a resident in the north of the country, north 
of the Atlas Mountains, Rif Mountains, plains and hills of eastern 
Morocco, Central Plateau, Middle Atlas, central part of the High 
Atlas and Mamora forest (of holm oak, oak, fir and cedar).

Red Kite is known to have bred in the country from the end of 
the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, with a 
steady decrease both in numbers and distribution during the 
second half of the 20th century, being considered rare at the 
end of the century (less than 100 pairs in the 1980s), with a 
rather uncertain future (table 23). At the beginning of the 21st 
century, it is still recorded in the Rif and perhaps possibly in 
the Middle Atlas, with an estimate of less than 10 breeding 
pairs for the year 2000 (Aebischer 2017). More recently in the 
21st century, a small surviving population of unknown size and 
status was known still in the Riff and Middle Atlas, being consi-
dered almost extinct in 2009-2011, with no concrete breeding 

data, although breeding is still possible. The last known proven 
breeding record dates from 2004 in the Middle Atlas, of a pair 
with two chicks in a cedar tree in the Aguelmane Azigza area 
(Cherkaoui 2004), although the species has been observed in 
the same area throughout the breeding season until very re-
cently (2018).

The close relationship between the Moroccan and Spanish popu-
lations has meant that the population decline experienced by the 
species throughout southern Europe during the 20th century has 
also affected the Moroccan population. The species has recently 
been listed as Critically Endangered, with no data on the current 
breeding population (El Agbani and Qninba 2011). In the List of 
Birds of Morocco it is listed as “possibly extinct former breeder” 
(Bergier et al. 2017b).

It is scarce in winter, with about 100-200 birds crossing the Strait 
of Gibraltar between mid-August and late November (mainly from 
mid-September to mid-October), and returning in spring from 
late February to late May (with peaks in April). Wintering Red 
Kites in Morocco are mainly found in the Mediterranean area, 
north of the Atlas Mountains, with a few birds also on the Atlantic 
coasts of Western Sahara, where it is considered very rare in the 
October-March period.

The wintering of Red Kites across North Africa has declined 
greatly in recent times, apparently negatively influenced by 
climate change, which is shifting their geographical range nor-
thwards (Huntley et al. 2007). Wintering is rare in Morocco in 
the 21st century. For example, of the 24,500 raptors counted 
during monitoring of migration from the Moroccan side of the 
Strait of Gibraltar in 2016, only 5 Red Kites were recorded on 

Table 23. Estimates of the breeding population of Red Kites in Morocco.

Period No. of pairs Sources

Circa 1980  10-100 Snow and Perrins 1998; Global Raptor Information Network 2000

Mid 1980s  20-24 Thevenot et al. 1985

Late 1980s-early 1990s <20 Bergier 1987; Evans and Pienkowski 1991; Franchimont 1993;  
  Viñuela 1996; Snow and Perrins 1998

Early 21st century  <10 Aebischer 2017

2009-2011 Reproduction possible Aebischer 2009, 2019; El Agbani and Qninba 2011; Mougeot et al. 2011

2017 Possibly extinct  Bergier et al. 2017b
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passage (El Khamlichi 2016). From the Spanish side of the strait 
the average number of Red Kites in autumn for the period 2009-
2012 was 27 birds out of a total of 314,000 gliding birds (On-
rubia 2015). The autumn migration of Red Kites through this 
area increased in the period 1970-2000 (average of 24 birds in 
1976-1977 and 32 in 1999-2000), and decreased notably in the 
following decade (18 birds on average in 2011-2012; Onrubia 
2015). However, the numbers seem to be increasing in recent 
years (probably influenced by the increase of European birds 
wintering in Spain); in 2019, 103 Red Kites were recorded out 
of 445,000 soaring birds counted on passage in the Strait of 
Gibraltar, (CIMA 2019). Some immatures remain in Morocco 
throughout the summer without attempting to breed.

At the end of the 20th century, and despite being legally protec-
ted, there was still human persecution of the Red Kite (captures, 
hunting and destruction of nests), and also significant indirect 
mortality due to the indiscriminate use of poisonous chemicals 
such as strychnine, officially used for the eradication of carni-
vorous mammals, and parathion, used to control sparrows and 
starlings (Thevenot et al. 1985). In the 21st century, Red Kites are 
still being killed through poisoning, collision and electrocution 
by power lines, and poaching (Garrido et al. 2014; Guinda et al. 
2014; Martín et al. 2019).

OTHER NORTH AFRICAN 
COUNTRIES:
ALGERIA, EGYPT, LIBYA AND TUNISIA.

Red Kite is a former breeder in Algeria. Breeding was confirmed 
in the 19th century, but there is no reliable breeding data for the 
20th century, with only a few occasional records in winter and on 
passage. In the 1970s it was thought still to be breeding in the sou-
th (E.D.H. Johnson in Cramp 1980). In the 21st century it is listed 
as a rare winter migrant with only a few occasional observations. 
During the winter 2018-2019 a radio-tracked bird from Austria 
was recorded on passage through Algeria from southern Italy, to 
eventually winter in Tunisia (Literák et al. 2020).

Red Kites have never bred in Egypt, where the earliest known 
record is two birds in January 1908 (Nicoll 1908).

Extensive livestock farming in the area around Azrou (present-
day Ifrane National Park), in December 1992. High altitude 
grasslands within cedar and holm oak forests. It is possible that 
this area supported a breeding population of Red Kites until the 
beginning of the 21st century. © Tomás Velasco

Cows in extensive pastures in the Nile valley. Luxor, November 
2004. © Tomás Velasco
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The majority of the historical records of Red Kites in Egypt are 
now known to have been misidentified Black Kites. In the 20th 
century it was considered a rare and irregular migrant, always 
reported in groups of less 10 birds, mainly on passage in the Nile 
valley, Suez and on the Red Sea coasts, mainly in the months 
of September-October and March-April, with some birds also 
in May and November and isolated birds in winter. It became 
scarcer in the 21st century, when it is considered a vagrant. Du-
ring counts of soaring birds in the Gulf of Suez in autumn 2006, 
no Red Kite was recorded among 145,000 raptors and storks 
(Hilgerloh et al. 2011), and in spring 2012 only one Red Kite 
was recorded among over 154,000 raptors on passage (Megalli 
and Higerloh 2013).

In Libya it is listed as a vagrant with only a few sightings, none 
recent, and no confirmed breeding records at any time.

In Tunisia, it is a former breeder, probably extinct in recent ti-
mes. At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century 
it was mentioned as a rare resident breeder in the eastern Atlas 
and also in the north of the country, being absent from the centre 
and south (Erlanger 1898; Whitaker 1905). There are still a few 
records of breeding in the mid-20th century but not in the last 
quarter of the century. During this period, a few birds regularly 
wintered, returning to Europe in April, with some late records up 
to June. At the end of the 20th century, up to 20 birds were recor-
ded annually migrating from Cap Bon, on the north coast (Galea 
and Massa 1985; Evans and Pienkowski 1991), mainly in spring 
(March-May), being rare and irregular in autumn (August-Octo-
ber). In addition, birds have been seen arriving into the country 
from Sicily (Ferguson-Lees and Christie 2001). Nowadays, only 
a few non-breeders occur on migration in the country, as a con-
sequence the species is listed as Threatened nationally (MEAT 
1998; MEDD 2010). There are no records for the period 2005 to 
2014 (Azafzaf et al. 2015). In the winter 2018-2019 a radio-trac-
ked bird, tagged as a chick in Austria, stayed in northern Tunisia, 
previously having crossed the Mediterranean from southern Italy 
to Algeria (Literák et al. 2020).

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA:
CAMEROON, GAMBIA, GHANA, 
MAURITANIA, NIGER, SENEGAL, SUDAN 
AND SOUTH SUDAN

Red Kite is considered a vagrant south of the Sahara (Brown et al. 
1982; Borrow and Demey 2001 2014; Kemp and Kemp 2001; 
Clark and Davies 2018). Although misidentification with similar 
species is possible, a number of observations of Red Kites in several 
sub-Saharan African countries have been recorded and are briefly 
discussed below. Records of Red Kites in sub saharan Africa are 
distributed along two different areas; western and eastern Africa 
(Figure 84). The western flyway is along the Atlantic coast of Mo-
rocco, Mauritania, Senegal, Gambia, Ghana, Niger and Cameroon; 
and the other route towards the south is the eastern flyway along 
Egypt, the Nile valley or from the Near East and the Red Sea coast 
to southern Egypt, Sudan, South Sudan and possibly East Africa.

In Cameroon, there is one observation of a bird in November 
2003 in the west of the country (Sedlacek et al. 2007), which 
according to some authors may need to be revised (Dowsett 2018).

In The Gambia it is considered a rare Palaearctic vagrant, with 
only four records of isolated individuals in the late 20th century 
(in December, February and May).

Figure 84. Areas of confirmed Red Kite occurrence in sub-
Saharan Africa.
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A bird ringed in the foothills of the Cantabrian Mountains in Spain 
was recovered in northern Ghana (SEO/BirdLife 2012).

In Mauritania it is considered a vagrant species. There are several 
autumn-winter observations, some in the centre and north Atlantic 
coast and others inland to the south, near the borders with Senegal 
and Mali. It is possible that these birds could have been displaced 
from the Atlantic coasts of Western Sahara, where the Red Kite is 
very rare in winter (Bergier et al. 2017a, 2019).

In Niger, it is reported as a Palaearctic vagrant in the southwest, 
with sightings in June and July.

In Senegal the first record was in the Sine-Saloum delta in Fe-
bruary 2012 (African Bird Club 2013), and the species is consi-
dered a vagrant in the country.

In Sudan and South Sudan it has been listed as a winter vagrant, 
with several observations on the Red Sea coasts, in central and 
northern Sudan, and also inland on the border between the two 
countries. A possible arrival of birds from the Near East has been 
suggested (Lambert 1987).

Additionally, there are some old records for South Africa, where 
a bird ringed in the former East Germany was found, and Ken-
ya-Tanzania (Brown et al. 1982; J. Flegg in Geeson and Geeson 
1990; Del Hoyo et al. 1994) including some possible hybrids with 
Black Kite (Freere 1987; Bijlsma 1988). However, these records 
have been challenged (Dowsett and For-bes-Watson 1993; Kemp 
and Kemp 2001), and today the Red Kite is no longer on the list 
of these territories (Stevenson and Fanshawe 2002; Hockey et al. 
2005; Zimmerman et al. 2005; Lotz 2020).

CAPE VERDE:
QUESTIONED TAXONOMIC IDENTITY  
OF A RECENTLY EXTINCT KITE

The Cape Verde Kite is a genuine modern ornithological co-
nundrum, showing different morphology, habitat association, 
distribution and biology from the Red Kite, and a series of in-
termediate characters shared with the Black Kite, perhaps due 
to hybridisation between the two species. The remoteness of the 
breeding range, the ruggedness of tha habitat and the scarcity of 
numbers, do not help its identification with the added possibility 

of successive long term hybridisations to a confusing amount of 
available information and disparity of taxonomic criteria (being 
regarded as different species, subspecies of Red Kite, or hybrid 
between Red Kite and Black Kite). While the taxonomic status 
of the Cape Verde Kite was being discussed, the conservation of 
the population was being neglected and despite the warnings of 
many ornithologists, the Cape Verde Kite vanished. Unfortunately 
neither local nor international bodies implemented any conser-
vation plans in time.

The Cape Verde Kite was described by Hartert (1914) as a subs-
pecies of Red Kite endemic to the homonymous archipelago 
(Milvus milvus fasciicauda), based on examination of museum 
skins collected between the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The 
museum specimen upon which the initial description was based 
was an adult male captured on December 12th 1897 on the island 
of Santo Antao. The original description indicates the barring of 
all tail feathers, a much less pronounced forked tail than that of 
the nominal subspecies, and general appearance reminiscent of 
the Black Kite (Milvus migrans), from which it differs by colour 
of the head, neck, upper back, wing coverts and breast, and the 
shape, colour and length of the tail. The underparts are browner 
than on Red Kite, but not as brown as on Black Kite. The base of 
the primary feathers is white. Wing and tail lengths are given for 

Savannah with open grassland in northern Ghana. November 
2016. © Tomás Velasco
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males and females which, while falling within the general range 
proposed for the species, would be somewhat shorter on average. 
Finally, it indicates that the species is resident on the Cape Verde 
islands and that it nests on rocky outcrops, another unique feature. 
Later publications (Cramp 1980) also highlight shorter bill length.

In summary, its plumage and size are intermediate between the 
two kite species, which some authors consider to be a conse-
quence of hybridisation and others the result of evolution and 
particular adaptations due to geographical isolation. In particular, 
De Naurois (1987) hypothesised that the intermediate charac-
ters were plesiomorphic (i.e. ancestral or primitive), so that the 
Cape Verde Kite could have existed prior to the current pro-
cess of speciation of the Red and Black Kites. On a phylogenetic 
basis, it was considered by some authors as a distinct species 
(Milvus fasciicauda), specifically from the mid-1990s (Hazevoet 
1995) until the beginning of the 20th century (Ferguson-Lees 
and Christie 2001; Sangster et al. 2003; Clarke 2006). At that 
time it was considered one of the most endangered raptors in the 
world (Sangster 2000). Nowadays, although doubts remain, it 
tends to be considered as an extinct subspecies of the Red Kite 
(M. milvus fasciicauda), as per the main global publications on 
bird taxonomy (Del Hoyo et al. 1994; Dickinson et al. 2013; 
Christidis et al. 2018; Del Hoyo and Collar 2014; Clements et 
al. 2019; Orta et al. 2020).

The Cape Verde archipelago consists of ten main islands and five 
minor islets (Figure 85), and is located in the Atlantic Ocean about 
600 km off the coast of West Africa (west of Dakar). The archi-
pelago was uninhabited until Portuguese occupation in the 15th 
century, with the first settlement in 1462 in Santiago, the largest 
island, and became a strategic centre of the slave trade. Although 
there is no evidence of earlier human settlements it is considered 
possible the islands had been visited in previous centuries by Arab 
tribes who may have harvested salt from Sal island as it was a very 
sought after substance.

It is not known whether kites were already present on the islands 
before the arrival of the first colonists in the 15th century (Hille 
and Thiollay 2000), being cited for the first time in the second 
half of the 19th century. There is confusion surrounding the iden-
tification, the historical distribution and the presence of different 
kite species in the archipelago due to difficulties in identification 
(particularly of juveniles), contradictions of various original re-
ports (especially those before 1950), and in more recent times 
(1990s onwards) due to potential hybridation.

Cape Verde 50 escudos coin (World Wildlife Fund series, year 
2006), depicting a Cape Verde Kite. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Figure 85. Map of the Cape Verde archipelago.
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In addition, the occasional arrival of Black Kites of different 
subspecies of African and European origin has not been ruled 
out (Hazevoet 1995, 1999b). It appears that Black Kites coloni-
sed the islands from West Africa relatively recently (specific dates 
are unknown), occupying the eastern islands and eventually the 
western islands, being present on all the islands of the archipe-
lago in the 1960s-1970s, coinciding with the endemic taxon.
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Hazevoet (1995) considered the Cape Verde Kite as a distinct 
species, based on its geographical isolation and differences in 
plumage, and deemed 25 birds captured between 1865 and 1924 
as belonging to it, although he also indicated that it had largely 
disappeared, diluted by successive hybridisations with Black 
Kites that colonised the islands (except Santo Antao) after 1950. 
Initially, at least, there seemed to be a certain geographical and 
ecological separation between the Cape Verde Kite (occupying 
the western and wetter islands, more mountainous areas with 
lower human population) and the Black Kite (present on eastern 
and drier islands, flat coastal and more humanised areas).

Several reviews of historical and present-day records, including 
museum skins, indicate the presence of the Cape Verde Kite as 
a resident during the 19th and 20th centuries at least on the 
islands of Santiago, Brava, Sao Nicolau and Santo Antao, with 
some records also on Sao Vicente and Ilhéus do Rombo, and 
a rare presence (not clear in the literature) on the islets of Raso 
and Branco, with possible movements between different islands. 
Historically, the Cape Verde Kite has apparently never been re-
corded on the easternmost islands (Maio, Sal and Boavista), 
which are flat and arid, being present only on the humid western 
islands. Therefore, it is thought that the most recent records 
from Boavista and Maio were probably Black Kites or hybrids.

The main causes that drove the Cape Verde Kite to extinction 
were an increase in human population and resultant change of the 
habitat (new settlements and infrastructures, increase in crops, 
change of land use, replacement of native vegetation, spread of 
scrub-limiting grazing), indirect poisoning (poisoned carcasses 
for the control of feral dogs, and indiscriminate use of rodentici-
des, insecticides and herbicides), lack of food (increasing aridness 
and desertification, lack of natural prey such as rodents and large 
insects, extensive livestock stabling and competition with corvids 
and other birds of prey), and direct persecution by man (poiso-
ned baits, destruction of nests and hunting of adults and chicks 
for their meat). In addition, possible hybridisation with the Black 
Kite has been mentioned, although this has not been confirmed 
by sightings of mixed pairs, nests, or hybrid behaviours, and in 
the absence of complete genetic studies this is only a hypothesis 
(Hazevoet 1995, 1999a; Hille and Thiollay 2000).

It is estimated that the population never exceeded 100 birds, and 
that the 50-75 breeding pairs in the 1990s was an overestimate. 
The Red List of Cape Verde birds (1996) listed it as Critically 
Endangered (Hazevoet 1996b).

In the mid-20th century, the Cape Verde Kite was still conside-
red reasonably common throughout the archipelago, although 
not to the extent of Black Kite which was present on all the is-
lands. In the 1960s and 1970s there was a sharp decline in num-
bers and the geographical range was reduced to the islands of 
Sao Nicolau, Santiago and Santo Antao. It is now assumed that 
most of the sightings then were of Black Kites. In Sao Vicente, 
the last known records of Cape Verde Kites date from 1951 and 
in Sao Nicolau from 1970 (De Naurois 1984; Hazevoet 1995, 
2001), and no nests have been found since the Sao Nicolau nest 
(De Naurois 1969). From the 1980s Black Kites also began to 
decline, while the Cape Verdean Kite was only found on the 
islands of Santiago and Santo Antao, with estimates of less than 
20 pairs and no confirmed breeding. At the end of that decade, 
only 50-100 kites were recorded across the whole archipelago, 
including possible hybrids, which together with the pure Black 
Kites must have constituted the majority of the birds observed at 
that time, with only a few surviving pairs of Cape Verde Kites. In 
fact, in the years 1986-1989, several expeditions to the islands 
only managed to find one Cape Verde Kite at Santo Antao, with 
birds of intermediate characters at Santiago and Maio and other 
birds that were Black Kites or hybrids.

The last sightings on the island of Santiago were in 1993, and at 
that time it was still considered a rare resident on Santo Antao. 
In 1996 and 1997 the archipelago was surveyed over six months 
and only 4-6 Cape Verde Kites were found in Santo Antao (at 
least 2 pairs), with a peak estimate of eight birds (Sargeant 1997; 
Hille 1998; Hille and Thiollay 2000). Santo Antao island, being 
the most mountainous, humid and northwestern of the archipe-
lago, was the last refuge of the taxon. Following that, in April-
May 1998, seven observations of six birds were reported, and in 
February-April and June 1999 two different birds (poorly docu-
mented) were reported (Hazevoet 1999b, 2003; Hille and Thio-
llay 2000; Carter 2001; Palacios 2002). In 2000, five birds were 
reported in steep areas of Santo Antao (Barone et al. 2000), but 
no birds were found in May-August 2001 (Watson 2002; Krabbe 
et al. 2003). There is also an observation in July 1997 in Boavista 
and another in Sao Vicente, in March 2000, but their identification 
as Cape Verdean Kites is seriously doubted (Geniez and López-Ju-
rado 1998; Hille and Thiollay 2000; Hazevoet 2003; Krabbe et 
al. 2003). In contrast, in the early 1990s, only Black Kites were 
found on Santiago, Maio and Boavista, and the 1996-1997 census 
across the whole archipelago only produced sightings of 3-5 birds 
on the most south-eastern island, Boavista, the only place where 
the species has survived into the 21st century, with 1-3 birds (Hille 
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Inland Santo Antao was the last refuge for the Cape Verde Kite. 
Alto Mira (Santo Antao, 14/8/17). © Carlos M. Martín

1998; Barone and Delgado 1998; Hazevoet 1995, 1999b; Hille 
and Thiollay 2000). After six months of fieldwork (1996-1997) 
no evidence of breeding of any kite species or hybrid was found 
(Hille 1998; Hille and Thiollay 2000).

Therefore, at the end of the 20th century, both kites numbered 
less than ten individuals on the archipelago as a whole, and they 
were isolated from each other (a Cape Verde Kite on Santo Antao, 
the north-westernmost island, and a Black Kite on Boavista, the 
south-easternmost island), and their extinction was considered 
imminent. In the 21st century there are only a few observations, 
mostly of Black Kites, unidentified birds or possible hybrids: four 
birds at Boavista and two at Maio in May-August 2001 (Watson 
2002; Hazevoet 2003); four birds in March 2003 at Boavista and 
others also in May (Krabbe et al. 2003); 1-2 birds in December 
2007 at Santo Antao (Hazevoet 2010); and more recently three 
birds in July 2007 (initially reported as Red Kite) south of Boavista 
Island (Castel 2017). The Cape Verde Kite was declared extinct 
at the beginning of the 21st century (Watson 2002; Johnson et 
al. 2005), and in 2009 this status was considered irreversible as 
there were no records of any birds on the western islands it had 
inhabited (Hille and Collar 2009, 2011).

Numerous ornithologists had warned of the pronounced popu-
lation decline experienced by the Cape Verde Kite during the 
second half of the 20th century, and some suggested capturing 
wild birds for captive breeding and reintroduction for the species’ 
conservation. Finally, in October 2000, a project was launched 
by a private initiative (The Peregrine Fund) to initiate captive 
breeding as an attempt to recover the species (Watson and Will-
marth 2001; Watson 2002). Field surveys on the islands of Santo 
Antao and Sao Vicente in May-June 2001 failed to find any birds. 
However, four birds were found on the island of Boavista and two 
more were on Maio on the same dates, and an attempt was made 
to capture them in July, but this was unsuccessful (due to tech-
nical limitations of the team and abundance of alternative wild 
food). The team returned in June 2002 and in mid-September 
they managed to capture five of the six birds present on Maio 
Island (one male and four females) and then transported them 
to a recovery centre in the UK (National Birds of Prey Centre). 
These birds showed intermediate characteristics between Black 
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Kite and Red Kite, with large individual variations. It was there-
fore decided to carry out a comparative genetic analysis to clarify 
their taxonomic identity.

Mitochondrial DNA analysis by the University of Michigan 
compared the genetic material of these five captured birds with 
contemporary samples of Black Kites and Red Kites of different 
geographic origins, and of seven museum skins of Cape Verde 
Kites (1897-1924, including the specimen upon which the ori-
ginal description was based; Johnson et al. 2005). The results 
indicated that the Maio birds could be genetically assigned to 
the nominal subspecies of Black Kite (Milvus migrans migrans) 
native to Europe and North Africa, whereas the historical museum 
birds were not a distinct species but similar to Red Kite, and thus 
the specific identity of the Cape Verdean Kite as a species was 
discarded but accepted as a subspecies of Red Kite. In fact, the 
study recorded a greater genetic distance between the different 
subspecies of Black Kite analysed than that found between Cape 
Verde Kites and continental Red Kites.

Another genetic analysis, more complete using nuclear and mito-
chondrial DNA, was carried out in Germany with samples from the 
same captured birds (Hille and Collar 2009), and concluded that 
these birds were Black Kites. As a consequence of these results, the 
Cape Verde Kite was considered definitely extinct and the captive 
breeding project was cancelled. In 2009 only two of the birds cap-
tured on the island of Maio in 2002 were still alive, now a resident 
pair at the Zoological Society of London facility (and technically still 
owned by the Government of Cape Verde). Hille and Collar (2009) 
argued that both the birds captured at Maio in 2002 and those ob-
served in 2001 at Boavista did not represent the Cape Verde Kite, 
which historically had never been recorded there, as they also were 
phenotypically like Black Kites (based on direct observations and 
photographs). Therefore, they concluded that further genetic stu-
dies should be carried out on museum skins in order to definitively 
resolve the specific or subspecific identity of the Cape Verde Kite.

In conclusion, although an endemic subspecies of Red Kite did 
exist in Cape Verde (as shown by genetic analysis of museum 
skins), it must have become extinct long ago due extinction of 
pure birds and possibly due to successive hybridisations with 
Black Kites which progressively colonised the archipelago from 
east to west during the 20th century. Unfortunately, the only thing 
that remains to be done now is to definitively establish its specific 
or subspecific identity in order to include it on lists of recently 
extinct birds.

MIDDLE EAST:
IRAQ, IRAN, ISRAEL, JORDAN, LEBANON, 
SYRIA, AND SAUDI ARABIA

The Red Kite was probably never common in this region, and 
it is now considered a very rare and irregular bird on passage 
and in winter (Porter and Aspinall 2010; OSME 2020). Nume-
rous records of Red Kite as a migrant and in winter, as well as a 
breeder at the end of the 19th and early in the 20th centuries, 
exist but they may in fact be misidentified Black Kites of the 
subspecies present in the area. In particular, in Palestine at the 
end of the 19th century, it was considered very abundant during 
the winter, with only a few breeding pairs in the central and 
northern areas (Tristam 1864; Tristam et al. 1884), whereas 
today in these same areas it has accidental visitor status (Saeed 
and Qumsiyeh 2020).

In Saudi Arabia it had been recorded as a vagrant in the past in the 
northern part of the country, but it was no longer included on the 
national bird list of the late 20th century, nor in the 21st century.

In Iraq the first records are from the mid-20th century of two 
birds at different locations of Kurdistan (northern Iraq) in April 
1945 (Moore and Boswell 1956), and two birds in October 1954 
in central Iraq (Harrison 1955). In the 20th century it was cited as 
a vagrant, with breeding records in the northern mountains, and 
in the 21st century it is also considered a vagrant, with records 
only of non-breeders.

Iran is possibly the country in the area that has sustained a bree-
ding population of the species until most recently. Formally con-
sidered as a breeder in the north of the country, there are several 
records of breeding Red Kite at the beginning of the 20th century 
in the region south of the Caspian Sea (Zarudny 1911; Buxton 
1921; Heinrich 1928; Paludan 1940) which were later questioned 
(Érard and Etchécopar 1970). These include a bird on a nest on 
April 16th 1919 in an alder tree in the town of Enzeli (Buxton 
1921). At the end of the 20th century there was no evidence of 
breeding, only some summer records, and as a consequence the 
species was classified as rare during both migration and winter 
in the north of the country, south of the Caspian Sea. In the 21st 
century it was classified as irregular and scarce in autumn-winter 
in the south of the Caspian Sea and as a vagrant further south. Cu-
rrently, the latest review classifies it as a vagrant, with the presence 
of non-breeding birds (BirdLife International 2020), although 
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the Iran Bird Records Committee in its recent Checklist of the 
Breeding Birds of Iran (Khaleghizadeh et al. 2020) lists it as a 
possible breeder.

Despite the large amount of existing information, the status of 
the Red Kite in Iran is unclear, and differentiating from some 
subspecies of Black Kite (Milvus migrans lineatus or red-tailed 
M. m. migrans) is required. For example, there is little doubt that 
large groups of Red Kites (including two groups of 40 indivi-
duals) recorded on passage in August 1961 south of the Caspian 
(Feeny et al. 1968) were in fact Black Kites (Scott 2008). Howe-
ver, several of the observers were European, experienced with 
both kite species, who also reported Black Kites, so their records 
perhaps should not necessarily be considered erroneous. Three 
publications review Iranian observations of the species in the 
periods 1860-1960 (Roselaar and Aliabadian 2009), 1960-1980 
(Scott 1980) and 1980-2010 (Khaleghizadeh et al. 2011), with 
observations for each of the periods totalling 22, 10 and 3 birds, 
respectively. Despite the minimal information available, there are 
phenological differences between the oldest records prior to 1960 
(all included in February-September, with peaks in April-May) 
and the more recent records (in January-April and August-Decem-
ber, with peaks in January and September; figure 86). Observations 

Figure 86. Accepted records of Red Kite in Iran, 1860-2010. 
Phenology in the different periods is considered (extracted from: 
Scott 1980; Roselaar and Aliabadian 2009; Khaleghizadeh et 
al. 2011).
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Open grasslands in Bojagh National Park (Rasht), along the 
Caspian Sea in northern Iran. Recent observations of Red Kites 
have been made in this area. © Sanaz Barati (“bojagh-national-
park-17” by Sanaz Barati is licensed with CC BY 3.0. To view a copy 
of this license, visit https:// creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/)
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during the 21st century refer to isolated birds in December 2004, 
January 2007 and October 2008 in grasslands in and around 
Bojagh National Park and on the shores of the Caspian Sea (Kha-
leghizadeh et al. 2011; Ashoori 2018).

In Israel, from the second half of the 20th century onwards, the 
Red Kite is cited as extremely rare in winter, mostly found with 
groups of Black Kites, with less than 10 records (1978-1989), 
and no breeding information. During 1990-1999 in ten years of 
autumn migration censuses in the north of the country, featuring 
an average of 451,000 birds of prey/year, only 4 Red Kites were re-
corded (Alon et al. 2004). Subsequently, in the 21st century, it was 

Two areas with accidental presence of Red Kite in Jordan 
(March 2018): Dana Reserve (top) and Ajloun Reserve 
(bottom). © Tomás Velasco

considered as a vagrant at national level, with accidental occurren-
ce. BirdLife Israel reports only three winter records (January-Fe-
bruary) in the period 1985-2020 (BirdLife Israel 2020).

Currently observations of Red Kite in the country are reviewed 
by the national Rarities Committee (IRDC 2007). Two records 
were accepted recently, one in October 2012 and two in March 
2017 (Harrison 2020).

In Jordan, Red Kited was cited as breeding in the north moun-
tainous area of the Yarmuk River, near the borders with Israel 
and Syria (Tristam 1864). Subsequently, in the 20th century, the 
status was uncertain due to confusion with Black Kite, with only 
three old records accepted in March-April (a bird shot near Aqaba 
in March 1946, several birds at King Hussein Bridge in March 
1946 and two flying north in Wadi Dana on April 29th 1955), 
and a number of other observations disregarded (Andrews 1995; 
Shirihai 1996; Andrews et al. 1998). The most recent sighting was 
of at least three birds on March 14th 1996 (F. Khoury in Andrews 
et al. 1998). The species is considered a rare vagrant in the late 
20th and 21st century.

In Lebanon the Red Kite had been cited as breeding in the late 
19th century (Tristam 1864), but during the 20th century it was 
considered rare or accidental, present on migration or during 
winter, with no confirmed breeding data. At the end of the 20th 
century and beginning of the 21st century it is catalogued as an 
extremely rare migrant, with spring records from March to end of 
May (mainly during second half of March and first half of April), 
and autumn records from mid-August to mid-November (mainly 
during second half of September), often mixed with other raptors. 
There are at least 4 records from 1999-2007 of 1-4 birds, between 
late August and late November, with 11 birds in total (Balmer 
and Betton 2007; Ramadan-Jaradi et al. 2008). The species is 
currently listed as vagrant, with only records of migrants and 
non-breeders (BirdLife International 2020). As a rarity, records 
of Red Kites in Lebanon should be reviewed by the Lebanon Bird 
Rarity Committee (LBRC), due to possible confusion with Black 
Kite or other similar raptors.

Formerly a possible breeder in Syria, the Red Kite has recently 
been cited only as very rare or vagrant in several publications, 
although some of the records could potentially be due to confusion 
with Black Kites (Milves migrans lineatus), which are common on 
passage and winter. The species is not included in a recent review 
of the birds of Syria (Murdoch and Betton 2008).
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ASIA:
AFGHANISTAN, BANGLADESH, INDIA, 
NEPAL AND PAKISTAN

The presence of Red Kite is considered possible in the Indian 
subcontinent, where there have been a number of poorly do-
cumented records, now mostly attributed to confusion with the 
eastern subspecies of Black Kite (Milvus migrans lineatus and 
M. m. govinda; Ferguson-Lees and Christie 2001; Rasmussen 
and Anderton 2012).

It is generally regarded as a rare winter vagrant, observed mainly 
in eastern and northern India and Nepal (Grimmet et al. 1998; 
Grewal et al. 2002; Rasmussen and Anderton 2012). These birds 
would be accidentally displaced eastwards from the southeastern 
limits of its Palaearctic range. 

In Afghanistan records are doubtful and not well documented 
(OSME 2020). Red Kite is not presently on the official list of birds 
of the country (Shank 2008; MOAIL 2009).

There are rare winter sightings of Red Kite in Bangladesh, where 
some publications mention it as a vagrant while in other cases it 
is not cited.

In India the Red Kite was considered a rare winter visitor during 
the 20th century, with records in various regions such as Gujarat, 
Uttarakhand, Rajasthan, Orissa and Ladakh, most of them in the 

Young Eastern Black Kite (Milvus milvus lineatus), which 
could be confused with a Red Kite. Kharkhorin (Mongolia), 
August 2008. © Tomás Velasco

The forested hills and cultivated river valleys of northern India 
and Nepal account for most of the possible sightings of Red 
Kites on the Indian subcontinent. Area of Corbett National Park 
(India), March 2007. © Tomás Velasco

period January-March. At present, many of the previous observa-
tions are disputed, especially several old records concerning large 
groups, but others have been well verified, reviewed by committees 
or renowned ornithologists (Jayakar and Spurway 1965; Fily and 
Perennou 1990; Naoroji and D’Silva 1998; Mohan and Sondhi 
2017; Praveen et al. 2016, 2019). Consequently the species has 
recently been included on national or regional lists as an irregular 
vagrant (Naoroji 2006; Rasmussen and Anderton 2012; Praveen 
et al. 2016, 2019; Mohan and Sondhi 2017; Sen 2017; BirdLife 
International 2020).

In Nepal its presence is rare and disputed, with some potentially 
dubious observations. It is generally considered to be a winter 
vagrant. Several recently published bird lists do not consider it to 
be present in the country (Baral et al. 2013; Inskipp et al. 2016; 
Department of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation and Bird 
Conservation Nepal 2018).

In Pakistan the Red Kite is not mentioned in the general literature 
or official national bird lists, but there is at least one recent record 
(Yousaf and Manzoor 2014).
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BREEDING POPULATION:
AN OVERVIEW

The first study of the global context of Spain’s Red Kite 
population was carried out in 1994, before that there was 
little information (Viñuela et al. et al. 1999).

 
The first known estimation was about 10,000 pairs in 1975 (Gar-
zón 1977). At that time the species was probably present across 
the whole of peninsular Spain, except the Mediterranean coast 
and eastern Andalusia, most of Galicia and the Cantabrian coast. 
Later estimates of the breeding population were between 3,000 
and 7,000 pairs in 1989 (Tucker and Heath 1994), and about 
3,000 pairs in 1991, with large interannual fluctuations (E. De 
Juana in Evans and Pienkowski 1991).

At the end of the 20th century the first Atlas of the Birds of Spain 
(Purroy 1997) and the first national Red Kite survey (Viñuela 
et al. 1999) generated further information about national distri-
bution and abundance. The most important populations were 
found in mountainous and mid-mountainous areas south of the 
Pyrenees, Central Mountain System and the western dehesas of 
central Spain, while it was much scarcer throughout the southern 
half, the Balearic Islands and the Duero valley, and absent or very 
rare in Catalonia, the Cantabrian and Mediterranean coasts, and 
Galicia. The general distribution of the species in Spain was finally 
described in the first and second Atlas of the Birds of Spain in the 
years 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), and in the species review for the 
Red Book of Spanish Birds (Viñuela 2004).

 
The breeding population of Red Kite divides in three areas; the 
north-east of the peninsula on the southern side of the Pyrenees 
and Pre-Pyrenees (in the provinces of Huesca, Zaragoza,Navarra 
and Vitoria), the peneplains and low mountain ranges of the cen-
tre-west (Zamora, Salamanca and Cáceres), and the mid-moun-
tain or foothills of the Central System (Ávila, Segovia, Madrid 
and Soria). In Catalonia, Guipúzcoa, Biscay, the south face of the 
Cantabrian mountain range, the Iberian System, the plains of the 
central Duero Valley, Badajoz, the rest of Andalusia and Castilla-La 
Mancha only isolated pairs or small populations persist. It breeds 
in the Balearic Islands (Mallorca and Menorca) and, except for a 
possible isolated pair, it is absent in Galicia, west of León, Asturias, 
Cantabria, Teruel, Valencia, Murcia, Albacete, Almería, Málaga, 
Canarias, Ceuta and Melilla.

The western dehesas of Castilla y León support some of the 
highest densities of breeding Red Kites in Spain. Cattle and 
pigs in an extensive regime, in west Salamanca. © Tomás Velasco
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The broad-scale distribution seems to be conditioned by climate, 
terrain and human activities (persecution, land use, etc.), which 
explains the variable density, with areas of high concentration and 
others where it is very scarce. With regards to climate, Red Kite is 
absent from areas with an Atlantic climate (such as Galicia, Can-
tabrian coast and the northwest of Castilla y León) or a markedly 
Mediterranean climate (such as the Mediterranean coast and the 
southeast of the Iberian Peninsula). Another factor that influences 
distribution is terrain with Red Kites avoiding breeding in the 
extensive flat areas of the Peninsula and being very rare in the large 
river plains of the Duero, Tagus, Ebro and Guadalquivir valleys. It 
is also scarce in high mountains or areas with very steep relief, but 
especially abundant in undulating piedmont or mid-mountainous 
areas and in low mountain ranges. At a local scale, its distribution 
and densities seem to be positively associated with the availability 
of woodland for nesting, agriculture and livestock farming, and hu-
man activities and infrastructures (landfill sites, carcass dumps, ur-
ban centres, rubbish dumps, roads, farms and extensive livestock 
farming areas in dehesas), but negatively associated with direct or 
indirect persecution (poisoning, illegal hunting), extensive forests, 
tree crops (especially olive groves) and irrigated areas.

The population estimates of breeding Red Kites in Spain over 
the last 40 years have declined dramatically (period 1975-2014; 
figure 87).

The first national survey in 1994 estimated 3,328-4,044 breeding 
pairs of Red Kites in Spain (Viñuela 1999), with the strongholds 
of the population in the central-western area of the Iberian Pe-
ninsula (Zamora-Salamanca-Cáceres-Segovia) and southern side 
of the Pyrenees in north-western Spain (Huesca-Navarra). The 
second Atlas of Breeding Birds of Spain estimated their numbers 
in 1998-2002 to be 1,900-2,700 pairs, indicating a strong popu-
lation decline of around 43% since 1994 (Martí and Del Moral 
2003), thereby following the trend of previous decades (Viñuela 
1997; Viñuela et al. 1999) and being absent from several terri-
tories where it should be present (south face of the Cantabrian 
Mountains, Basque Country, Iberian System, Catalonia, western 
Castilla-La Mancha and Sierra Morena), but with stable or lo-
cally increasing populations only in northeastern Spain (Álava, 
La Rioja, Navarra, Aragón and Catalonia). The second Red Kite 
national survey (2001-2005) supported these results, with an 
estimate of between 2,000 and 2,200 pairs (Cardiel 2006), and 
showed a strong decrease (40-46% since 1994) with declines 
in practically all the regions except in Navarra (stable) and in 
Catalonia (increasing).
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The decline is also reported by the SEO/BirdLife’s SACRE (Bre-
eding Bird Survey), which estimates a decrease between 1998 and 
2012 of almost 48% (figure 88; SEO/BirdLife 2013).

The third Red Kite national survey (2014) estimated 2,312-2,440 
breeding pairs (Molina 2015), with an overall decrease of 31% 
since 1994 and an increase of 16% since the 2001-2005 survey. 
Figure 89 shows population change by province between the three 
national surveys.

Comparison of different studies shows that its range has suffe-
red a general contraction in the southernmost and easternmost 

Figure 88. Results of the SEO/BirdLife Breeding Birds Survey 
for the Red Kite. Breeding population in the period 1998-2012 
(extracted from SEO/BirdLife 2013).

Figure 89. Red Kite breeding population changes by province (from Molina 2015) between the 1994 and 2001-2005 surveys 
(left), and 2001-2005 and 2014 (right).
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Figure 87. Red Kite breeding population in Spain over the 
last 40 years. Population estimates for the years 1975 (Garzón 
1977), 1980 (A. Noval in Cramp 1980), 1989 (Tucker and Heath 
1994), 1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-2002 (Martí and Del Moral 
2003), 2001-2005 (Cardiel 2006) and 2014 (Molina 2015).
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territories (southern Aragón, Sierra Morena, Castilla-La Mancha, 
Badajoz, Doñana), but it seems to be increasing in Catalonia, Va-
lencia (possibly breeding here) and the Basque Country. Figure 
90 shows changes across the Spanish peninsular in recent times.

Distribution change can be illustrated by comparing the number 
of squares with Red Kite presence in the Atlas of the Breeding 
Birds of Spain, 1,281 squares (Martí and Del Moral 2003), with 
the the III National Survey, 770 squares (Molina 2015), which is 
a reduction of about 500 squares. Representing a 40% decrease 
in its range over a period of almost two decades. 

Castilla y León supports the largest number of Red Kites natio-
nally with more than 50% of the Spanish population in 2014 
(Molina 2015), and together with Navarra, Extremadura and 

Figure 90. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Spain in the late 1970s (Cramp 1980), in 1994 (Viñuela 
1999), in the period 1998-2002 (Martí and Del Moral 2003), 
and in 2014 (Molina 2015).
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Aragón almost 90% of the Spanish population; representing the 
key regions for the conservation of the species (figures 91 and 92).

A review of population change by regions (figure 93) shows an 
increase in the relative importance of Castilla y León during the 
21st century (with approximately 50% of the national population 
in 1994 to 55% in 2014), Navarra (from 8% in 1994 to 15% in 
2014), lesser increases in Madrid and the Balearic Islands, while 
there have been relative decreases in Extremadura (21% to 9%), 
Aragón (13% to 9%) and Andalusia (3% to 2%).

In Spain, the breeding population shows a marked downward 
trend with a strong population decrease in recent decades, esti-
mated at around 43% (Viñuela 2004). This significant decline 
has led to a change in its Red Data Book classification from 
“Insufficiently Known” (Blanco and González 1992) to “Endan-
gered” (Madroño et al. 2004). In 2011 Red Kite was included 
in the Spanish Catalogue of Threatened Species, categorised as 
“Endangered” (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, y Medio Rural 
y Marino 2011).

Allín Valley (Tierra de Estella, Navarra). The Autonomous 
Community of Navarra is home to around 11% of the Spanish 
breeding Red Kites. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Without Red Kites

1-9 pairs

10-50 pairs

51-100 pairs

101-250 pairs

> 250 pairs

Figure 91. Comparison of breeding populations of Red Kites by 
provinces from the III National Survey (Molina 2015).
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Figure 93. Relative importance of breeding populations by 
communities during the period 1994-2014. From estimates 
in 1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-2002 (Martí et al. 2003), 2001-
2005 (Cardiel 2006) and 2014 (Molina 2015).

Figure 92. Importance of breeding populations of Red Kites, 
shown by communities, in the period 1994-2014. Data 
sourced from estimates in 1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-2002 
(Martí et al. 2003), 2001-2005 (Cardiel 2006) and 2014 
(Molina 2015).
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BREEDING POPULATION BY 
AUTONOMOUS COMMUNITY

The current status and trends of Red Kite populations in the 
Spanish autonomous regions and cities is presented here. The 
initial information collected in 1994 (Viñuela et al. 1999) is used 
as a reference, with other references used in each of the regions 
included at the end of the chapter.

ANDALUSIA

The Red Kite has suffered a steady decline in Andalusia throu-
ghout the second half of the 20th century, and by the end of the 
20th century it had disappeared from Almería, Córdoba and Má-
laga provinces, and was very scarce in the north of Granada and 
in the north-east of Cádiz. In Córdoba at least seven pairs were 
recorded in 1975-1977, mainly in the dehesas of the valley of Los 
Pedroches and on the northern edge of Sierra Morena.

In 1994, the Andalusian population was estimated at 80-135 
pairs with the main population in the Doñana area (50-60 pairs), 
small threatened and declining populations in the Sierra Norte 
de Sevilla (15-20 pairs), Sierras de Cazorla-Granada North (15), 
Sierra de Huelva (10-15), coastal pine woods of Sanlúcar-Tre-
bujena (4-6), and perhaps a few pairs in the Guadalquivir valley 
and dehesas of northern Córdoba. In the Atlas of Breeding Birds 
of Spain (1998-2002), about 100 pairs were estimated, and it 
was also recorded at the Odiel marshes, Sierra Morena and Gua-
dalquivir valley in Jaén during the breeding season. In 2000, 
50-100 pairs were estimated, and in the Red Book of Spanish 
Birds the Andalusian population was considered to be less than 
100 breeding pairs.

From 2005, the start of the Plan for the Recovery and Conser-
vation of Necrophagous Birds (Junta de Andalucía 2020) inclu-
ded monitoring of the Andalusian population and since then its 
population trend, distribution and breeding parameters are well 
understood (figure 94).

It is listed as “Endangered”, both in the Red Book of Threatened 
Vertebrates of Andalusia (Franco and Rodríguez 2001) and subse-
quently in the Andalusian Catalogue of Threatened Species (Con-
sejería de Agricultura, Ganadería, Pesca y Desarrollo Sostenible 
2020). The latest data available in 2019 put its overall numbers at 
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only 30 breeding pairs; 27 in the Doñana area (Cádiz-Huelva) and 
3 pairs in the Sierra de Aracena-Picos de Aroche N.P. (Huelva).

Between 1994 and 2014, the Andalusian population declined by 
46-65%. The trend seems to have stabilised during the last few 
years, but a moderate decline continued at a rate of 2.82% per 
year until 2019 (Junta de Andalucía 2020). In Doñana-with 90% 
of the breeding population in Andalusia-Red Kites have declined 
by 40-55% since the 1980s (Molina 2015), particularly in the 

Figure 94. Andalusian Red Kite breeding population (number 
of confirmed breeding pairs) in the period 2005-2019 (Junta 
de Andalucía 2020). The initial reference population in 1994 
(Viñuela 1999) is also included.

Red Kites bred in the Sierras de Cazorla, Segura y Las Villas 
Natural Park until the end of the 20th century. A reintroduccion 
project started in 2021. Pine woods in the Sierra de Cazorla. 
©Tomás Velasco.
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late 1980s and early 1990s due to collapse of rabbit populations 
together with poaching and poisoning of predators. A recent study 
using demographic modelling suggests a low survival rate in adults 
and predicts future population declines and possible extinction in 
Andalusia in the next two decades; based on the current 37 pairs 
dropping to 7 in 10 years, and to 2 or less in 17 years (Sergio et 
al. 2019). The change of the Doñana population by decades is 
shown in Figure 95.

Figure 95. Decadal evolution of the breeding population of Red 
Kite in the Doñana area in the period 1980-2017 (extracted 
from Sergio et al. 2019).

Red Kite nests in the extensive stone pine forests of the Doñana 
area (Huelva). © Ismael Olea (“Parque de Doñana 20210610 
49.jpg” by Ismael Olea is licensed with CC BY 4.0. To view a copy 
of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Figure 96. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites in Andalusia in 1985-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2014 (Molina 2015) 
and 2019 (Junta de Andalucía 2019).
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Population change also involves changes in the breeding dis-
tribution as shown by the maps of the Atlas of Breeding Birds 
1985-2002, the III National Survey in 2014 and the Plan for the 
Recovery and Conservation of Necrophagous Birds in Andalusia 
in 2019 (figure 96).



232 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

ARAGON

In the 1970s Red Kite was one of the most frequent birds of prey 
in Aragon (Pedrocchi 1978). The atlas of the birds of Aragon 
estimated 500-900 nesting pairs in 1987-1991, mainly in the 
north of the community, in territories between the foothills of the 
Pyrenean mountain range (where it breeds in the mountain valleys 
up to at least 1,200 m a.s.l.) and the Ebro River basin where it 
does not breed.

In the 1994 national survey, 391-537 pairs were estimated, mainly 
in the Pyrenean valleys and in the mid-mountain areas of Huesca 
(Berdún-Jaca and Western Pyrenees) which supported some of the 
highest densities in Spain. In Huesca there were between 300 and 
440 pairs, mainly in the north, being scarcer in east Huesca and in 
the whole central-eastern Pre-Pyrenees, where only isolated pairs 
were found; furthermore, it was very scarce in the drier valleys and 
steppes of south Huesca. In Zaragoza, 81-86 pairs were estimated, 
mainly in the mid-mountain region of Cinco Villas (in the north of 
the province), where it bred in riparian woodland between 500-800 
m.a.s.l.; it did not nest in west Zaragoza, nor south of the Ebro. In 
Teruel it only bred in the southeast area (Mora de Rubielos-Sierra 
Gúdar-Sierra Mijares) with an isolated small population of 5-10 
pairs. In several areas (such as northwest Huesca and north Zara-
goza) increases have been recorded since the 1970s.

The National Atlas, using information collected in 1998-2002, 
estimated 400-600 pairs in Aragon, a figure that seemed stable 
with occasional incursions of breeders in the Ebro valley and 
northeast Teruel.

In the second national survey in 2004 only 253-363 pairs were 
recorded, a significant decrease (35%) since the previous survey 
in 1994, with a greatest decrease in Huesca (up to 44%, inclu-
ding the areas of highest density), a slight increase in Zaragoza, 
and disappearance in Teruel. The largest populations were still 
in the Pyrenees, Pre-Pyrenees and upper Cinca valley, within the 
province of Huesca.

The third national survey (2014) estimated 205-220 pairs in Ara-
gon, but based on low coverage (60% of the area). The decline of 
the species in Aragon continued, with half the population lost in 
20 years (figure 97); 46% since 1994 and 21% since 2004.

The core range of the species in 2014 was north of the Ebro 
river, being restricted to the Pyrenees and a parallel strip of 

The Cinco Villas area, in the north of Zaragoza, supports 
breeding Red Kites. Landscape of Casas de Esper (Ardisa). 
© Diego Delso (“Casas de Esper, Zaragoza, España, 2015-01-
06, DD 01.jpg” by Diego Delso is licensed with CC BY-SA 4.0. 
To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/4.0/)
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plains located at the base, with only a few isolated small popu-
lations further south and no breeding data in Teruel (figure 98). 
Most of the population was in Huesca (85%) where a redistri-
bution took place probably related to food availability, with an 
increase in La Ribagorza (north-east Huesca) and in some loca-
tions of La Jacetania, although the largest populations were still 
established in the districts of Berdun-Jaca, Western Pyrenees and 
Cinca valley. In Zaragoza, it was breeding in the northernmost 

part of the province (especially in the Cinco Villas district) but, 
in contrast to the stability recorded between 1994 and 2004, a 
very marked decline took place in the last decade (close to 50%), 
having disappeared from the Ebro valley.

In the Catalogue of Threatened Species of Aragon, Red Kite is 
classified as “Sensitive to Habitat Alteration” (Department of the 
Environment 2005; Alcántara 2007).
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1985-2002 2014 

Figure 98. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Aragon in 1985-2002 (Viñuela 2003) and 2014 (Molina 
2015).

Figure 97. Breeding population of Red Kite in Aragon 
(Sampietro 1998; Viñuela 1999, 2003; Cardiel 2006; Molina 
2015).
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In the Huesca region of La Ribagorza there has been a recent increase in breeding numbers of Red Kites. Typical landscape of the 
area. © Guadalupe Cervilla (“Pueblo de montaña. Ribagorza-Guadalupe Cervilla.jpg” by Guadalupe Cervilla is licensed with CC BY 
2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/).
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ASTURIAS

During the 19th and part of the 20th century Red Kite was a com-
mon resident in most of Asturias, but it suffered a considerable 
decline in the second half of the 20th century until it was extinct 
as a breeder before 1980, and there are no known breeding data 
after 1975.

Since the end of the 20th century, there have been sightings 
of isolated birds or pairs in the breeding season in different 
localities, both in mountain areas and in low altitude valleys 
and coastal areas, and consequently possible nesting by isola-
ted pairs cannot be ruled out. There are no proven breeding 
records in the 21st century. It occurs in very low numbers 
on passage, specially during the postnuptial migration, with 
isolated records of individuals in the breeding season, most 
frequently in southwest Asturias. All breeding season sightings 
(May-July) are attributed to dispersing birds from León or from 
the Northern Meseta, or to late or early migrants (L.M. Arce in 
Molina 2015), as no adult pairs have been found nor is there 
evidence of breeding.

The Red Book of the Fauna of the Principality of Asturias (Nores 
and García-Rovés 2017) lists the breeding population as “Recent-
ly Extinct” and the wintering population as “Not Evaluated”, and 
the Red Kite has not been included in the Regional Catalogue of 
Threatened Species of the Vertebrate Fauna of the Principality of 
Asturias (Consejería de la Presidencia 1990).

BALEARICS

Red Kite was a very abundant and widely distributed sedentary 
breeding species in the past, both in Mallorca and Menorca, at 
least until the mid-20th century, with a dramatic decline in num-
bers in subsequent decades.

In Mallorca it was a regular breeder on most of the island until 
the 1960s, but it disappeared in the 1970s and 1980s, and in 
1983-1989 it was only recorded in four UTM squares of 10x10 
km, with only a small residual population remaining in the central 
sector of the Sierra de Tramuntana, down to 23 pairs in 1993 and 
less than 10 during 1999-2002.

In Menorca, historical records show 100-200 pairs in 1974 (R.J. 
Prytherch in Evans and Pienkowski 1991), 135 breeding pairs 

and a population of approximately 400 individuals including 
immatures in the early 1980s (Orfila 1989), a drop to 35 pairs in 
1992, and to only 2-10 pairs in 1998-2003. Until the late 1980s 
the Red Kite could still be frequently seen in almost any part of 
the island. During the period 1993-1998 there was a decline of 
71% (De Pablo and Pons 2002).
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In the archipelago as a whole Red Kite decreased by 34% between 
1994 and 2004, mainly in Mallorca (Cardiel 2006), while in the 
following decade it increased by 134% in 2014 compared to 1994 
and by 256% compared to 2004 (Molina 2015).

In 1992 a conservation plan for birds of prey was implemented 
(Plan de Conservación de Rapaces en Baleares) (Viada 1996) 
and in 1999 a Recovery Plan for the species in the archipe-
lago was drawn up jointly by the Institut Menorquí d’Estudis 
(IME) and the Conselleria de Agricultura y Pesca del Govern 
Balear (De Pablo and Pons 1999). As a consequence, from 2004 
onwards, the population began to recover on both islands, with 
the support of conservation measures, and population monito-
ring through ringing and tagging. A series of collaborative initia-
tives with private and public funding have managed to steadily 
increase the numbers since the beginning of the 21st century 
(figures 99 and 100).

Figure 99. Breeding population (territorial pairs) of Red Kites 
in the Balearic Islands (Mallorca and Menorca) during the 
period 1993-2019. Information from: Viada (1994), Viada 
and Triay (1999), Viñuela (1999), Muñoz and Riera (2000), 
Adrover et al. (2002), De Pablo (2004, 2019), J. Sunyer in 
Viñuela (2004), Cardiel (2006), Adrover (2010), Mougeot et al. 
(2011), J. Muntaner and F. De Pablo in Molina (2015), Molina 
(2015), Muntaner et al. (2017), Muntaner (2019), Mayol and 
Viada (2020), and Ramos (2020).

Sierra de Tramuntana supports the last nesting Red Kites in 
Mallorca at the end of the 20th century and beginning of the 
21st century. © Rafael Ortega (“Sierra-de-Tramontana-rafax.
JPG” by Rafael Ortega is licensed with CC BY-SA 2.0. To view 
a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-sa/2.0/).
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The range has also increased considerably with the recovery of 
the population. Figure 101 shows the area occupied by breeding 
Red Kites in Mallorca in three time periods, with an expansion 
in the southeast direction from the initial stronghold in the Sierra 
de Tramuntana.

In Menorca, Red Kite was only present in the northeast and nor-
thwest corners of the island in 2010, but since then it has spread 
to almost all suitable areas (Figure 102). As its highest breeding 
densities are currently found in the central areas of the island, it is 
thought that the reason for previous absence must have been due 
to anthropogenic pressure rather than lack of suitable breeding 
sites (J. Muntaner and F. De Pablo in Molina 2015).

At the beginning of the 21st century the Red Kite was listed as 
“Critically Endangered”, both in the Balearic Catalogue of Threa-
tened and Specially Protected Species of 2005 (Pons 2012) and 
in the Red Book of the Vertebrates of the Balearic Islands (Viada 
2006). In 2019 its status had improved, and the official threat level 
had been lowered slightly, to “Endangered” in the Catalogue of 
Threatened Species of the Balearic Islands (Servicio de Protec-
ción de Especies 2019).

Figure 100. Comparison of the breeding populations (territorial 
pairs) of Red Kites in Mallorca and Menorca during the period 
1992-2020. Information from: Viada (1994), Viada and Triay 
(1999), Viñuela (1999), Muñoz and Riera (2000), Adrover et 
al. (2002), De Pablo (2004, 2019), J. Sunyer in Viñuela (2004), 
Cardiel (2006), Adrover (2010), Mougeot et al. (2011), J. 
Muntaner and F. De Pablo in Molina (2015), Molina (2015), 
Muntaner et al. (2017), Muntaner (2019), Mayol and Viada 
(2020), and Ramos (2020).

Figure 101. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites 
in Mallorca in 1983-1989 (Avella and González 1989), 2003-
2007 (Adrover 2010) and 2019 (Mayol and Viada 2020).
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In Mallorca in 2017-2018 the breeding population was probably 
above 100 pairs, with difficulty in monitoring the entire breeding 
population. The most recent estimates are of at least 79 breeding 
pairs in Mallorca in 2020 (Ramos 2020) and 52 pairs in Menorca 
in 2019 (De Pablo 2019). There are no confirmed breeding 
records in Ibiza or Formentera, where it is only a rare migrant.

The wintering population in Mallorca is estimated to be very si-
milar to the breeding population, and for this reason it is assumed 
that the island does not receive regular additional wintering birds 
and that the indigenous population is resident, with only some 
accidental winter visitors. In Menorca monitoring by ring reading 
has not revealed any visits from outside the island, and the indi-
genous population is considered resident.

The interior of Menorca currently supports the largest 
breeding populations of Red Kite on the island. Typical 
agroforestry landscape of central Menorca. © Nicolas Vigier 
(“Menorca-50245719748.jpg” by Nicolas Vigier is licensed 
with CC0 BY 1.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/1.0/).
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Figure 102. Distribution of the breeding population of Red 
Kite in Menorca in 2010 (De Pablo 2010) and 2019 (Mayol 
and Viada 2020).

Breeding Red kites have increased on the island of Mallorca 
and the population could exceed 100 pairs. Landscape in the 
interior of the island. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 

Breeding population in 2010

Breeding population in 2019
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CANARY ISLANDS

A former breeder in Gran Canaria, Tenerife and La Gomera, and 
probably also in El Hierro, the Red Kite became extinct in the 
Canary Islands during the 20th century, with later accidental occu-
rrences as a migrant in Tenerife, Gran Canaria and Fuerteventura. 
In La Gomera and El Hierro it must have been relatively scarce, 
while in Tenerife and Gran Canaria it was more abundant and was 
considered the most abundant raptor in Tenerife in the mid-19th 
century. In Tenerife and Gran Canaria it was still common at the 
beginning of the 20th century, and there is virtually no informa-
tion about its rapid decline. At the end of the 19th century there 
were records in Fuerteventura but these must have been birds 
on dispersal.

Red Kite first disappeared from the islands where it was most 
scarce, in La Gomera and El Hierro. In El Hierro it must have 
vanished in the 1950s, although there is little information and in 
La Gomera it survived until the 1960s. 

Pine forests of Pajonales, Inagua and Ojeda were some of the 
last Red Kite breeding sites in the Canary Islands in the mid-
twentieth century. Pine forests in the area around the Presa del 
Mulato. © Marcus G. Klötzer (“Gran Canaria Presa del Mulato, 
MGK17518.jpg” by Markus G. Klötzer is licensed with CC BY-SA 
4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/).
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In Tenerife there was a very marked decline between 1925 and 
1950, and the final birds probably disappeared during the fo-
llowing decade. In Gran Canaria it was very scarce in the middle 
of the 20th century, the last known reference (and last for the whole 
archipelago) was in the mid-1960s (Cuyás-Robinson 1971), and 
it was considered to have disappeared by the early 1970s. Subse-
quent studies did not find any Red Kites in the Canary Islands.

Disappearance in less than 20 years was probably due to a combi-
nation of factors including direct human persecution, poisoning, 
disappearance of rabbits and extensive livestock, and massive 
use of insecticides to control locust infestations. In particular, 
there are references to large scale use of insecticides on soil or 
spraying from planes to control a plague of desert locust (Schisto-
cerca gregaria) in 1954, resulting in mortality of predatory birds 
on the islands (Seminario and Díaz-Delgado 2009) which may 
well have been the final blow to the few surviving Red Kites on 
the Canary Islands.

In recent times, the Rarities Committee of the Canaries Orni-
thological Society have accepted five records of the species up 
to 2017; on Tenerife, Gran Canaria and Fuerteventura (García 
del Rey 2018).

CANTABRIA

Red Kite has been known to breed in Cantabria for a long time, in 
several areas in the south bordering Burgos and Palencia. In the 
mid-1980s there were sightings throughout the breeding season 
(April-June) in the Ebro reservoir area, but without confirmed 
breeding. In the first national survey in 1994 no breeding birds 
were recorded, although it was suspected that an isolated pair may 
be breeding in the south due to the suitability of the habitat and 
geographical proximity to breeding areas of Castilla y León. At the 
end of the 20th century there were several sightings of possible, 
but unconfirmed, breeding in different places.

The Red Kite is included as “Endangered” in the Regional Cata-
logue of Threatened Species of Cantabria, with two pairs located 
in 2004 in the south (Figure 103; Consejo de Gobierno 2008), 
where it is considered a breeder (García et al. 2012). In the second 
national survey of 2004, Cantabria was not surveyed. In 2009, the 
likely breeding areas were surveyed, only to confirm absence as a 
breeder in the whole of Cantabria (BHS Associated Environmen-
tal Consultants 2009).

Therefore, there is no concrete evidence that the Red Kite has 
bred regularly in Cantabria, at least in the last 30 years, although 
during the breeding season there are usually sporadic sightings of 
wandering birds which can be confused with breeding pairs (He-
rrero et al. 2014). The third national survey also failed to cover the 
Cantabrian community, which lacked previous breeding pairs (A. 
Herrero in Molina 2015). More recently, a territorial pair has been 
reported, on 20 April 2020 in Valdeprado del Río (García-Herrera 
2020), close to the border with Palencia.

Figure 103. Distribution of the breeding population of Red 
Kites in Cantabria and neighbouring areas (from the Regional 
Catalogue of Threatened Species of Cantabria; Consejo de 
Gobierno 2008).

Población reproductora
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CASTILLA-LA MANCHA

The limited information before the first national survey mentioned 
a strong decline in 1960-1970 (F. Bernis in Bijleveld 1974) due to 
direct persecution by gamekeepers in estates of Ciudad Real and 
Toledo, which continued until recently.

In 1994, 47-62 breeding pairs were estimated, mostly in the west 
of the provinces of Ciudad Real and Toledo, with some isolated 
pairs in Cuenca and Guadalajara, and occasional breeding in Alba-
cete. In 2004 there was a 57% decrease compared to the previous 
national survey, with only 20-23 pairs estimated, in Cabañeros, the 
southeast of Ciudad Real, centre of the province of Cuenca, and 
valleys of Tiétar-Alberche and Campana de Oropesa in Toledo. In 
the third national survey of 2014, although there was poor covera-
ge in Castilla-La Mancha, there were decreases of 85% compared 
to 1994 and 65% compared to the 2004 census, and only seven 
pairs were found throughout Castilla-La Mancha: northern Alba-
cete (1), Serranía de Cuenca (1), Sierra Norte de Guadalajara (3), 
Tiétar valley (1) and Montes de Toledo (1), with further possible 
pairs in Ciudad Real. Figure 104 shows the population change 
of the Red Kite in the community of Castilla-La Mancha during 
the period 1994-2014.

Cabañeros National Park is one of the few breeding sites of the 
Red Kite in the province of Ciudad Real. General aspect of the 
central raña (area of low vegetation).
©Tomás Velasco.

Figure 104. Breeding population of Red Kites in Castilla-La 
Mancha between 1994 and 2014 (Viñuela 1999, 2003; Cardiel 
2006; Molina 2015).
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Figure 105. Distribution range of Red Kite breeding population 
in Castilla-La Mancha in 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2004 
(Cardiel 2006) and 2014 (Molina 2015).

Three breeding habitats of Red Kite in Toledo province: 
Campana de Oropesa (Oropesa grasslands, top), the Meseta 
Cristalina de Toledo (small valleys and shrubby areas, 
Almonacid de Toledo, centre) and La Jara (dehesas de La 
Estrella, bottom). © Tomás Velasco (above and centre) and Carlos 
Sánchez/Náyade Nature (below)
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At regional level the range of the breeding population declined 
notably (Figure 105). In the last 25 years the main breeding areas 
have been Albacete in the foothills of the Sierra de Alcaraz and the 
region of La Roda; near Cuenca city, La Obispalía and the Serranía 
Baja; in Guadalajara in the regions of Atienza, Sierra Norte and La 
Campiña; in Ciudad Real in the Alcudia valley, the region of Caba-
ñeros, Montes de Toledo, Campo de Montiel and Sierra Morena; 
and in Toledo in the Tiétar valley, Alberche valley, Campana de 
Oropesa, Montes de Toledo, La Jara, Meseta Cristalina de Toledo 
and the region of Torrijos.

The Red Kite is categorised as “Vulnerable” in the Regional Ca-
talogue of Threatened Species of Castilla-La Mancha (Consejería 
de Agricultura y Medio Ambiente 1998), as is also the case in the 
Red Book of the Vertebrates of Castilla-La Mancha (López de 
Carrión et al. 2006).

CATALONIA

Red Kite must have suffered a marked decline in Catalonia during 
the last century, since it was considered one of the most abundant 
diurnal birds of prey at the end of the 19th century. The first 
reliable information on its distribution was in the first Catalan 
breeding bird atlas (1975-1983), with a scarce population (not 
quantified) recorded in 14 10x10 km UTM squares (only three 
of them with confirmed breeding), and presence in the central 
and western Pyrenees and Pre-Pyrenees, the Lérida Plain and 
the Aigüamolls del Ampurdán. A very similar result was found 
in the first national breeding bird atlas with data from the period 
1975-1995.

The first national survey of 1994 did not cover Catalonia, but 
the estimated breeding population at that time was 10-15 pairs 
restricted to the province of Lérida.

The second Catalan atlas of breeding birds coincided with the 
second national atlas of breeding birds (periods 1999-2002 and 
1998-2002, respectively) and showed a clear increase in the range 
of the species in Catalonia (present in almost 50 10x10 km UTM 
squares), with a population of 25-30 pairs and with highest abun-
dance in the Aran valley, Alta Ribagorza and Pallares, adjacent to 
the Aragón populations.

The second national survey of Red Kite in 2004 showed this trend 
with a doubling of the total number of pairs estimated in 1994 to 

Figure 106. Red Kite breeding population in Catalonia in 1994 
(Viñuela 1999), 1999-2002 (Estrada et al. 2004), 2004 (Cardiel 
2006), 2009-2010 (Palomino and Valls 2011) and 2014 (Molina 
2015).

The western area of the Cadí-Moixeró Natural Park (Lérida) 
supports several breeding pairs of Red Kites. Landscape in 
the surroundings of La Seo de Urgel. © José Gustavo Góngora 
(“Pirineos catalanes en la Seo.jpg” by Gustavo86 is licensed 
with CC BY-SA 2.5. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/).
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32, with a territory in Gerona (where there was no data in 1994) 
and the main population in the areas of the Aran valley, Pallares, 
Alta Ribagorza and Alto Urgel.

A national forest raptors survey, developed in 2009-2010 and 
with a very different methodology based on predictive models, 
estimated 27-61 territories in Catalonia, which was probably an 
overestimate.

Subsequently, in 2013 the Red Kite was catalogued as “Endan-
gered” in Catalonia (Antón et al. 2013; ICO 2013) with about 
60-80 mature birds in 2009, and both its population and range 
considered stable since the 1999-2002 Catalan atlas.

In 2014 the third national Red Kite survey was carried out and 
the Catalan breeding population estimate was 41 pairs, all in the 
province of Lérida except two territories in the north of Barcelona, 

The region of Pallarés Inferior (Lérida) supports important 
breeding populations of Red Kite in Catalonia. Landscape 
around Benavent de Conca (Isona i Conca Dellà). © Gustau 
Erill (“Isona i Conca Dellà. Benavent de Tremp. Roc de Benavent.
JPG” by Gustau Erill i Pinyot is licensed with CC BY-SA 3.0. To 
view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-sa/3.0/).
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and none in Gerona. Figure 106 shows the trend of the species in 
Catalonia during 1994-2014. The breeding population increased 
by 310% between 1994 and 2014, and by 28% between 2004 
and 2014.

Most of the territories in the 2014 survey were in the pre-Pyre-
nean and Pyrenean counties of Alta Ribagorza, Pallarés and Alto 
Urgel. The trend was relatively positive compared to previous 
national surveys, with an expansion of the range towards the 
counties of southern Lérida and northern Barcelona, while it had 
disappeared from Gerona and northeast Lérida. The expansion 
in Lérida can be explained by a better knowledge of the area and 
better coverage, while the counties of Barcelona have recently 
been colonised by the species as a breeder. Figure 107 shows 
the change in distribution of breeding Red Kites in Catalonia 
between 1975 and 2014.

CEUTA

The species does not breed in this territory. There is very little 
information on Red Kite in Ceuta, where it is a scarce migrant, 
recorded in both passage periods. For example, 6-10 birds are 
reported in the SIC-SPA “Calamocarro-Benzú” and 1-5 birds in 
the SPA “Acantilados del Monte Hacho”.

VALENCIAN COMMUNITY

There are no known breeding records of Red Kites in the Valen-
cian Community, neither recent nor historical, where it is consi-
dered a scarce migrant and a rare wintering species. For example, 
in five years of censuses during autumn migration in the region of 
Requena (Alicante), only one Red Kite was recorded out of a total 
of 1,229 sightings of 18 species of raptor (Armero and Ruiz 2018).

In total, 20 winter records are known for the period 1985-2016 
(9 in Castellón, 7 in Valencia and 4 in Alicante). An average of 1 
individual/year has been estimated from the available data (Polo 
and Polo 2019), with an apparent recent increase (40% of the 
citations were recorded in the winters 2015-2016).

In addition, there are several records of isolated birds during the 
breeding season (from late April to July) in different areas, but with 
no indication of nesting; these more likely being birds from neigh-
bouring breeding areas in Teruel or in passage or non-breeders.

Phenology of the Red Kite in the Valencian Community is shown 
in Anuario Ornitológico de la Comunidad Valenciana (Valencia 
Bird Report) for the period 2000-2020 which involved 447 
(AOCV 2020; fig. 108). Although records exist for all months, 
the vast majority of observations occur in March-April (35%) and 

Figure 107. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites in Catalonia in 1975-1983 (Muntaner et al. 1984), 1999-2002 
(Estrada et al. 2004) and 2014 (Molina 2015).
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September-October (31%), with a notable proportion also in the 
winter period December-January (14.5%).

The Red Kite is not currently included in the Valencian Cata-
logue of Threatened Fauna Species (Conselleria de Territorio y 
Vivienda 2004; Conselleria de Infraestructuras, Territorio y Me-
dio Ambiente 2013).

Figure 108. Phenology of Red Kite in Valencian Community. 
Number of birds per month in the period 2000-2020 (AOCV 
2020).

The Alto Mijares region (Castellón) where there are several 
records during the breeding season. Landscape of Toga.  
© Juan Emilio Prades (“Panorámica de Toga, comarca Alto Mijares 
(Castellón).JPG” by Juan Emilio Prades Bel is licensed with CC BY-
SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/)
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EXTREMADURA

During the first Red Kite national survey of 1994, the population 
of Extremadura was the second largest in Spain, being estimated 
at 650-910 pairs. At that time, it preferentially occupied the moun-
tain ranges and large dehesas, decreasing towards the south and 
east, and completely absent from the most arid and treeless areas 
(such as Tierra de Barros, La Serena or Llerena-Campiña Sur de 
Badajoz). Incomplete data from Cáceres produced an estimated 
500-650 pairs, with important breeding areas in the dehesas of 
Trujillo-Jaraicejo, Coria, Brozas-Membrío, San Pedro-Montán-
chez and the area of the Tiétar-Navalmoral de la Mata valley (all 
of them with more than 65 pairs). In Badajoz it was scarcer and 
with a very scattered distribution, estimated at 150-260 pairs, with 
low densities except in the Sierras del Sur which supported most 
of the Badajoz population (95 pairs). It was very scarce or absent 

in the central area of the province, Vegas del Guadiana and the 
southeast. 100-150 pairs were previously estimated in Badajoz 
in the early 1990s.

The national breeding bird atlas (1998-2002) estimated a popula-
tion of about 550 pairs in Extremadura and anticipated a possible 
decline in several areas. Such a decline was confirmed in the se-
cond national survey of 2005, with 250-314 estimated pairs in Ex-
tremadura representing the largest decline recorded across all the 

The dehesas and riparian woodlands of Monfragüe National 
Park (Cáceres) support a considerable Red Kite breeding 
population. On the left, view from Monfragüe Castle and on 
the right, the meadow of Arroyo Valbuena. © Tomás Velasco
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Spanish regions (a 62-71% decline from 1994). As a consequence, 
Extremadura was no longer the second most important region for 
the species in Spain. The main populations in Extremadura were 
in Cáceres province (215-267 pairs), mainly in the Tiétar-Naval-
moral valley, Llanos de Cáceres, Sierra de San Pedro-Montánchez 
and Llanos de Brozas. Badajoz only supported 35-47 pairs in the 
mountain ranges in the northwest of the province.

In the period 2009-2014 the negative trend continued, particu-
larly between 1994 and 2005 and less steeply between 2005 and 
2014 (Mayordomo et al. 2015). In the third Red Kite national 
survey of 2014, 221 nesting pairs were estimated in Extremadura, 
however it is considered that this could have been an overestimate 
with the true figure being approximately 175 pairs. There was a 
decrease of 66% compared to 1994 and 12% compared to 2005, 
with no signs of recovery. In 2014 the species’ distribution was 

similar to the 1994 survey but at lower densities with greater oc-
cupancy in Cáceres than Badajoz where it had disappeared from 
several areas (figure 109). In the 2014 breeding season there were 
407 records of Red Kites in 132 10x10 km UTM squares (Prieta 
2015), illustrating the presence of the species throughout almost 
the entire Extremadura community, only absent in the mountains 
of east Cáceres and with a restricted distribution in Badajoz where 
it is more abundant in the west and absent in the southeast (figure 
109). In 2015 an Extremadura only survey was carried out which 
resulted in a somewhat lower estimate of 207 pairs for the whole 
of Extremadura, of which 132 pairs were in Cáceres and 75 pairs 
in Badajoz (Caldera et al. 2015).
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In 2014 very low numbers were recorded in Badajoz in all re-
gions, with an estimated 56 pairs distributed irregularly in the 
northern third and in western half of the province, with the largest 
populations in the regions of Dehesas del Suroeste, valles del No-
reste and Vegas del Guadiana. The Red Kite was distributed in 

Figure 109. Distribution of the breeding population of Red Kites in Extremadura in 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2014 (Molina 
2015), and according to the location of specific observations in the 2014 breeding period (407 observations in April-June; 
Prieta 2015).

Dehesas south of Badajoz, an area that supports some of the 
best populations of Red Kites of the province. © Luis Bartolomé 
Marcos (“Badajoz, provincia (1984) 06.jpg by LBM1948 is licensed 
with CC BY-SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/)
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Figure 110. Breeding population of Red Kites in Extremadura 
in 1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2005 
(Cardiel 2006), 2014 (Molina 2015) and 2015 (Caldera et al. 
2015).
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the same year throughout almost the entire territory of Cáceres, 
with an estimated 165 pairs, being absent from only two regions 
(Guadiana valley and Gredos). The most important regions were 
Ambroz-Alagón valley, Llanos de Cáceres, Tiétar-Navalmoral, 
Coria, Brozas-Cáceres, Villercas-Guadalupe and Monfragüe (all 
with more than 10 breeding pairs).

Figure 110 shows the Red Kite breeding population in Extrema-
dura between 1994 and 2015.

Red Kite was included in the Regional Catalogue of Threatened 
Species of Extremadura (2001), initially as “Vulnerable” (Conse-
jería de Agricultura y Medio Ambiente 2001) and later as “Endan-
gered” in 2016 (Consejería de Medio Ambiente y Rural, Políticas 
Agrarias y Territorio 2016), consistent with the comprehensive 
Catalogue from 2018 (Consejería de Medio Ambiente y Rural, 
Políticas Agrarias y Territorio 2018).

GALICIA

Red Kite is a scarce breeder in Galicia, with no breeding records 
since the early 1980s; both in Orense, one recorded in the second 
atlas of vertebrates of Galicia (years 1980-1985) in foothills of the 
eastern massif of Orense, and another in the first national atlas 
(period 1975-1995) in the region of A Limia. In addition, the 
species possibly bred in the central coastal area of La Coruña in 
the period 1970-1985.

Baja Limia (Orense) is the Galician region with most of the 
Red Kite sightings, with no recent breeding. © Darío Álvarez 
(“BaixoLimia_07_107_HR022485” by darioalvarez is licensed 
with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/).
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In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a maximum of two nesting 
pairs were estimated for the whole of Galicia, being scarce in 
spring-summer and generally an unlikely breeder. In the decade 
1990-2000 there were no confirmed breeding records in Galicia, 
being very scarce in the period March-October and exceptional 
in winter. Almost all sightings in this decade were birds outside 
the breeding period, recorded in the eastern mountains of Orense 
and in A Limia, with some in the breeding season suggesting the 
existence of a possible very small or sporadic nesting popula-
tion, or otherwise simply birds on passage or on post breeding 
dispersal.

During the 21st century, Red Kite in Galicia was only recorded 
irregularly during spring and summer, not every year, mainly in 
Orense and also in Lugo, probably involving non breeders and 
dispersing birds. Red Kite was not recorded in Galicia during the 
Red Kite national survey of 2004, nor have there been any recent 
breeding data in A Limia. In the third Red Kite national survey of 
2014 there were 11 observations of isolated birds in Galicia during 
the breeding period (March-July): nine in the province of Orense 
and two in Pontevedra, without evidence of territorial behaviour 
or breeding. Moreover, a comprehensive review of records for the 
period 1987-2014 compiled only 47 records of 53 birds between 
March and July in Galicia (A. Justo and J. Taboada in Molina 
2015); 33 from Orense, 5 from Lugo, 5 from Pontevedra and 4 
from La Coruña. Therefore, despite limited information, Red Kite 
has been considered to only be an occasional breeder in Galicia 
in the last 30 years. 

The Red Kite is listed as “Endangered” in the Catalogue of Threa-
tened Species of Galicia (Consellería de Medio Ambiente e Des-
envolvemento Sostible 2007, 2020).

LA RIOJA

Red Kite is a very rare and occasional breeding species in La Rioja, 
although it has not been detected breeding in the last 50 years. 
Thus, it was not recorded during the Ornithological Atlas of La 
Rioja (1973-1977), nor were any previous references to breeding 
found. In the first national survey in 1993-1994 the most likely 
territories were surveyed (La Demanda and the western Ebro va-
lley) and no birds were found. No birds were found during the 
second Red Kite national survey of 2004. During the first Forest 
Birds of Prey Survey in Spain (2009-2010) no territories could 
be located in any of the squares sampled.

Since 1993 there are a series of records of Red Kites in the six La 
Rioja Bird Reports published to date, with sightings in the bree-
ding season suggesting the possibility of localised breeding by a 
few pairs in mid-mountain forests of the west, in the foothills of the 
Iberian System, and close to the Burgos populations (Figure 111).

In the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Spain (1998-2002) Red Kite 
was listed as breeding in La Rioja in five 10x10 km UTM squares 
(4 confirmed, 1 probable) with an estimate 5 pairs, while in the 
Red Book of the Birds of Spain the population in La Rioja was 
estimated at 5-10 pairs, with stable numbers in recent years. In 
the period 2001-2008 it was considered to be a regular breeder, 
with a small range, less than 10 pairs estimated and a population 
in clear decline. Palomino and Valls (2011), with a different me-
thodology based solely on predictive models, estimated a breeding 
population of 12-24 pairs of Red Kites in La Rioja in 2009-2010, 
which appears to be an overestimate (I. Gámez in Molina 2015). 
In 2010 possible breeding was reported in Sierra Cebollera with 
several sightings during the breeding season and up to one terri-
tory estimated. In 2012, in the third Red Kite national survey only 
one confirmed and one probable breeding attempt was recorded 
in west La Rioja, both in the Oja river valley.

Figure 111. Distribution of breeding Red Kites in La Rioja in 
1993-2016 by 10x10 km UTM grid squares, based on records 
from bird reports of La Rioja (Gámez et al. 1999, 2002, 2003, 
2010, 2013, 2016). 
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Confirmed breeding
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It is possible that the few observations of the species are wan-
dering non-breeding birds and that nesting in La Rioja is only 
occasional. Subsequently, during 2009-2015 there were records 
of birds in summer in the Ebro valley and in the western sierras, 
with confirmed regular breeding only occasional in the Oja valley, 
by possibly less than five pairs. This questioned previous breeding 
records which may have overestimated the number of breeding 
pairs. Figure 112 shows the change in breeding distribution in La 
Rioja between the 20th and 21st centuries.

The Oja river valley is the only location with confirmed breeding 
of Red Kites in La Rioja in recent times. Panoramic view of the 
San Millán Valley. © Tomás Velasco
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Red Kite was not initially included in the Regional Catalogue of 
Threatened Species of Flora and Fauna of La Rioja (Consejería 
de Desarrollo Autonómico, Administraciones Públicas y Medio 
Ambiente 1998), nor is it currently listed therein (Gobierno de 
La Rioja 2016).

MADRID

In the Community of Madrid Red Kite inhabits foothills and 
mid-mountain areas parallel to the Sierra del Guadarrama, being 
absent from both the high mountain peaks and the lower areas 
(plains and valleys in the south and southeast of the community).

In 1994 it was estimated that the most important breeding 
population of the Southern Plateau was in Madrid with 65-70 
nesting pairs. Most birds were found in the dehesas south of El 
Escorial (29 pairs), where the high density was associated with 
the presence of extensive cattle. This important population was 
reduced by half in the following two years (1994-1996) due to 
poisoning (C. Sunyer in Viñuela 1999), until virtual extinction 
some years later (Sunyer 2015). The species has disappeared 
from the southwest and also from Monte de El Pardo, and is 
absent from the entire southeast of the community.

The national atlas of breeding birds (1998-2002) estimated 36 
pairs of Red Kites in the Community of Madrid and in the se-
cond national survey 36-40 pairs were recorded for the period 
2001-2005, a decrease of 45% from 1994 (affecting mainly the 
main core of the western dehesas). Most Red Kites were recorded 
in the regions of Media Montaña, Dehesas del Oeste and Sierra 
del Guadarrama.

Figure 112. Distribution of breeding population of Red Kites 
in La Rioja in 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003) and 2012 (Molina 
2015).
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Figure 113. Breeding population of Red Kites in Madrid in 
1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2001-2005 
(SCV 2003; López 2004; Íberis 2005) and 2014 (Molina 
2015).
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The mid-mountain areas in the foothills of Sierra del 
Guadarrama support the strongest breeding populations of Red 
Kites in Madrid. Panoramic view of the Lozoya Valley (above) 
and valley around Colmenar Viejo (below). © Javier de la Puente 
(above) and Pedro Molina (below)
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The third Red Kite national survey noted a population increase 
in the region with an overall estimate of 63-73 pairs, which is 
an increase of 75% from 2001-2005 and a recovery to numbers 
similar to 1994. Figure 113 shows the population change of the 
species in Madrid since the end of the 20th century.

Its distribution is similar to previous studies, with highest den-
sities of breeding pairs in the northern part of the community 
(Sierra de Guadarrama and mid-mountain regions) and being 
less abundant towards the southwest, south and east. In addi-
tion, new breeding areas have been found in the lower course of 
the Guadarrama river, in the Sureste Regional Park and in the 
Monte de El Pardo, indicating a clear recovery of the species in 
the sierra and its surroundings. Figure 114 shows the change in 
the breeding distribution in the Community of Madrid in three 
different time periods during 1991-2014.

The Regional Catalogue of Threatened Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora (1992, still in valid today) lists Red Kite as “Vulnera-
ble” in Madrid (Consejería de Presidencia 1992; Consejería de 
Medio Ambiente y Ordenación del Territorio 2013).

MELILLA

The Red Kite does not nest in the territory of Melilla. It is pre-
sumably rarely observed during migration as it is not included in 
the 2013 Catalogue of Birds of Melilla (Guelaya 2013), although 
there is at least one known record of a migrant (Oficina Técnica 
de Protección al Medio Natural 2020).

MURCIA

Red Kite became extinct as a breeder in the Region of Murcia at 
the beginning of the 20th century, with no subsequent breeding re-
cords known in recent times. Currently it is only recorded occasio-
nally on passage, although possible breeding has been suggested 

Figure 114. Red Kite breeding distribution in Madrid in 1991-
1992 (Martí et al. 1994), 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003) and 2014 
(Molina 2015).
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in the SPA “Estepas de Yecla”, based on some summer records.
Initially included in the Red List of the vertebrates of Murcia in 
the category “Of Special Interest” (Hernández-Gil and Ballesteros 
1996), it is not currently catalogued in the Red Book of the Verte-
brates of the Region of Murcia (Robledano et al. 2006).

NAVARRA

The Atlas of the Birds of Navarra, drafted in 1982-1984, is the 
first documentation of the status of the Red Kite in this territory. 
It was present regularly in almost all areas (recorded in 60% of 
the 10x10 km UTM squares), preferring the wooded areas of mid 
Navarra and the Pyrenean valleys, but completely absent from the 
Ebro valley, Bardenas and in the northwest mountains. Numbers 
were estimated at about 200 pairs.

In 1994 a thorough survey was carried out in Navarra, estimating a 
population of about 840 individuals, with 270-300 breeding pairs. 
The distribution is the same as in the mid-1980s, with peak num-
bers in the north (throughout the Pyrenean foothills, pre-Pyrenean 
basins and mid-eastern Navarra), lower densities in the rest of the 
region, and absence in the Ebro valley and Bardenas. The most 
resilient populations are in the regions of Sierras Norte (which 
birds are present at nationally high densities), Sierras Orientales, 
Campiñas Orientales and Pyrenees.

The atlas of breeding birds of Spain (1998-2002) estimated 270 
nesting pairs of Red Kites in Navarra, with a distribution similar 
to that in previous studies plus colonisation of some new areas in 
the Ebro valley. The second Red Kite national survey of 2004 was 
carried out with good coverage in Navarra and it was found that 
the population was fairly stable (estimated 263 pairs) but there 
were local variations in abundance, such as marked decreases in 
several areas with previously large populations (Pyrenees, Sierras 
Orientales and Sierras Norte). There was a significant increase 
in areas on the western edge of the community (Urbasa, Bida-
soa-Baztán and Valles), with the largest populations being in the 
regions of Sierras Norte, Urbasa, Campiñas Orientales and Sierras 
Orientales.

Figure 115. Red Kite breeding range in Navarra in 1982-1984 
(Elosegui 1985), 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003) and 2014 (Molina 
2015).
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Urbasa-Andía Natural Park (Tierra de Estella, Navarra). Large 
deciduous forests, of beech and oak, are the breeding habitat 
of the Red Kite in the mountain ranges of west Navarra. 
The mountain pastures of the mountain ranges, featuring 
livestock of lacha breed sheep, are of vital importance for its 
conservation. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

The third Red Kite national survey of 2014 registered an increa-
se of the Navarra Red Kite breeding population, with 314-400 
pairs in total, an increase of 16% compared to 1994 and 19% 
compared to 2004. Optimal areas were in the mid-northern part 
of Navarra, in the southern foothills of the Pyrenees, occupying a 
strip from east to west of the community, with the largest popula-
tions in the regions of Sierras Norte, Urbasa, Valles and Sierras 
Orientales (some of them supporting the highest densities in 
Spain; Figure 115).

Although it is considered that the 2004 survey underestimated 
the true numbers and that the sampling method was improved 
in the 2014 survey, the information points to an increasing trend 
of the species in Navarra in recent decades (J.I. Deán in Molina 
2015). Figure 116 shows the timing of population estimates in 
Navarra.

Figure 116. Breeding population of Red Kites in Navarra in 
1982-1984 (Elosegui 1985), 1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-
2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2004 (Cardiel 2006) and 2014 (Molina 
2015).

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

N
um

be
r o

f p
ai

rs

Year
1993

1991
1989

1987
1985

1983
1981

1995
1997

1999
2001

2003
2005

2007
2009

2011
2013

2015



262 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

Figure 117. “Heat map” of spring sightings in Navarra 
(n=2,519), between July 1979 and November 2020 (Navarra 
Observation 2020).

Figure 117 shows the distribution of records in Navarra during 
1979-2020 (Navarra Observation 2020).

The Red Kite was initially included in 1995 in the Catalogue of 
Threatened Species of Navarra as “Vulnerable” (Gobierno de 
Navarra 1995), but due to improvement of its conservation status, 
it is no longer included in the recent Navarra List of Wildlife Spe-
cies under Special Protection Regime, Catalogue of Threatened 
Flora Species of Navarra and Catalogue of Threatened Fauna 
Species of Navarra (Gobierno de Navarra 2020).
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The area around the city of Pamplona, in the centre of the 
community, with breeding populations of Red Kites at a 
nationally high density. View of the area from the Mirador de 
Echauri. © Alberto Montoya (“Cuenca de Pamplona” by Alberto_
Montoya is licensed with CC BY-ND 2.0. To view a copy of this 
license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/)

Figure 118. Breeding population of Red Kites in the Basque 
Country in 1994 (Viñuela 1999), 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 
2004 (Rodríguez et al. 2004), 2009-2010 (Palomino and Valls 
2011) and 2014 (Molina 2015).
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BASQUE COUNTRY

Red Kite was reasonably abundant at the beginning of the 20th 
century in Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya during the period from May 
to November and by mid-century it was considered a regular but 
scarce breeder in Guipúzcoa, with a notable autumn passage. Sin-
ce the end of the 20th century, although some birds are present 
throughout the year, Red Kites have become notably more abun-
dant in winter and on passage.

In the atlas of the birds of the Basque Country (1982-1984) there 
were no confirmed breeding records, but Red Kites are cited in 
eight 10x10 km UTM squares and it seems likely that some pairs 

Some of the last breeding pairs of Red Kites in Alava are found 
in the Izki Natural Park. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 

breed in mountains in the the south and east of the community 
(especially in Alava), on the border with Navarra and La Rioja. In 
the first atlas of breeding birds of Spain (data from 1975-1995) 
Red Kite is recorded in the south of the community, with confir-
med breeding in central Alava.

In the first Red Kite national survey of 1994 the Basque popula-
tion was estimated at 25-36 pairs, most of them in Alava and very 
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scarce in Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya (Viñuela 1999), with a slight 
overall increase with respect to the previous regional atlas.

The second national atlas of breeding birds of Spain (1998-2002), 
estimated about 35 pairs across all of the Basque Country, mainly 
in the south and throughout the east, bordering Navarra.

The second Red Kite national survey of 2004 estimated 11-16 
pairs in Alava, with no breeding birds recorded in the other two 
Basque provinces. These figures represent a decrease of almost 
70% since 1994, having disappeared from the eastern mountain 
ranges and the Ebro valley in Alava. However, at roughly the same 
time, the Red Book of Spanish Birds estimated 35-45 pairs for 
the Basque Country, with breeding in the three provinces, and 
stable numbers.

The national survey of forest raptors, with a different methodology 
(predictive distribution models) estimated a breeding population 
of 16-36 pairs for the period 2009-2010 in the Basque Country, 
with almost all of the breeding pairs in Alava and no confirmed 
breeding in Vizcaya.

The third Red Kite national survey of 2014 estimated 19-27 pairs, 
which is a 73% since the previous survey in 2004, although it is 
still 46% lower than in 1994, with the Red Kite reappearing as a 
breeder in Guipúzcoa (with appreciable numbers at regional level) 
and also in Vizcaya, and presence in new regions where it had ne-
ver bred previously such as the Ebro valley. Figure 118 shows the 

Figure 119. Range of distribution of Red Kite breeding 
population in the Basque Country in 1982-1984 (Faus 1985), 
1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003), 2014 (Molina 2015) and 2016-2018 
(Ecogyp 2020 Project).

Figure 120. Red Kite breeding distribution in Guipúzcoa in 
2014-2018 by 10x10 km UTM grid squares (Molina 2015; 
Fernández-García and Gracianteparaluceta 2018).
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Red Kite breeding area in Guipúzcoa, where the species is 
increasing. Monterey pine (Pinus radiata) reforestation in the 
surroundings of Bedaio (Tolosa). © Xabier Eskisabel (“Bedaio, 
Gipuzkoa.jpg” by Xabier Eskisabel is licensed with CC BY-SA 3.0. 
To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/3.0/)

results of the different censuses carried out in the Basque territory.
In this last census the Red Kite is shown as a scarce breeder in the 
community, with a fairly localised distribution and very low den-
sity, with the main breeding areas located in the mountain valleys 
and foothill areas of the eastern third, especially in the regions 
of the Atlantic valleys and transition mountains throughout the 
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Figure 121. Comparison of the breeding and wintering range 
of Red Kites in Spain at the end of the 20th century (Viñuela 
et al. 1999) and at the beginning of the 21st century (López 
2014).

area bordering Navarra. The centre of the breeding population 
is located in the Cantabrian mountains of eastern Guipuzcoa, the 
wettest zone of the Basque Country, with observations being rare 
in the coastal area. In recent times, there has been stability in the 
small Biscayan population (2-3 pairs), a decrease in Alava, where 
the Red Kite seems to have stabilised in recent years, and a con-
siderable increase in Guipúzcoa.

The maps in figure 119 show the change in distribution of the 
breeding population in the Basque Country at different times. In 
Guipúzcoa the Red Kite is currently increasing, with 16-21 pairs 
in the 2015-2017 survey, mainly in the southeast (figure 120).

The Red Kite was initially included in the “Vulnerable” category 
in the 1996 Basque Catalogue of Endangered Species of Fauna 
and Flora, Wild and Marine (Departamento de Industria, Agri-
cultura y Pesca 1996). It was later changed to “Endangered” in 
the 2013 revision (Departamento del Medio Ambiente y Política 
Territorial 2013).

WINTERING POPULATION

Spain supports the most important wintering population of Red 
Kites in Europe and serves as the wintering grounds for migra-
tory birds from central Europe, which are increasingly wintering 
closer to their breeding areas (Glutz Von Blotzheim et al. 1971; 
Aebischer 2014; David and Riols 2020).

Migratory birds arrive in Spain through low mountain passes, 
mainly in the west Pyrenees, from where some take the Ebro valley 
route to reach the Iberian System; other birds fly along the Canta-
brian coast arriving to the northern Northern Plateau, and a third 
group (the most numerous) fly through the south of Navarra, Álava 
and north of Burgos reaching the Duero valley, Extremadura and 
Andalusia, thus avoiding the great Central and Iberian mountain 
systems (De Juana et al. 1988; Viñuela et al. 1999; Viñuela 2012). 
The wintering movements and distribution of Red Kites in Spain 
is dictated by terrain.

The wintering range in Spain is similar to the breeding range but 
spreads towards lower altitude areas which are more arid and re-
latively deforested where it does not nest or it is very scarce, such 
as the Duero and Ebro valleys, and also in some areas towards the 
east of the Iberian peninsula (Figure 121).

Wintering range at the end of the 20th century

Breeding and wintering range at the end
of the 20th century

Breeding range at the end of the 20th century

Wintering range at the beginning
of the 21st century 
Breeding and wintering range at the beginning
of the 21st century 
Breeding range at the beginning
of the 21st century 
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The Red Kite was the most abundant wintering bird of prey 
during road surveys carried out in Spain at the end of the 20th 
century, with about half of records in the period 1981-1987 (49% 
of the observations; De Juana et al. 1988) and more than 60% in 
the period 1989-1994 (Sunyer and Viñuela 1996). The overa-
ll national averages were 15.4 birds/100 km in 1981-1987 and 
24.5 birds/100 km in 1989-1994. Figure 122 shows the mean 
abundance by region in both surveys.

Figure 122. Winter abundance of Red Kites in Spain in road 
counts at the end of the 20th century. Averaged figures (IKA, 
Index Kilometric Abundance: birds/100 km) in the different 
regions and 20x20 km UTM grids surveyed in December-
January of the 1980-1981 and 1986-1987 seasons (De Juana 
and Gómez-Pajuelo 1984; De Juana et al. 1988) and from 1988-
1989 to 1993-1994 (Sunyer and Viñuela 1996).
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The Northern Plateau supports the highest numbers of Red Kites 
wintering in Spain with peaks in the Duero-Tierra de Campos 
valley, the middle Ebro valley-south Pyrenees, Extremadura and 
Western Andalusia. It is absent from the entire Atlantic and Levan-
tine regions, and is sedentary in the Balearic Islands. Sites with the 
highest winter densities are on the Pyrenean southern slopes, on 
the northern side of the Central System and in the west of Castilla 
y Leon, with medium densities in Extremadura, and much lower 
abundance in Andalusia and the southern Meseta (Viñuela et al. 
1999; Molina 2015).

During winter, Red Kites avoid areas of abrupt terrein, dense 
forests and plantations, and select predominantly flat and open 
landscapes including crops, agroforestry mosaics, dehesas and 
grasslands. For example, during roadside raptor surveys carried 
out in 1981-1987, 89% of Red Kites were recorded in crops 
(De Juana et al. 1988). Within this agricultural landscape some 
particularly rich areas supported over 100 birds/100 km. Highest 
winter densities occurred in areas with high abundance of carrion 
from livestock (Viñuela et al. 1999). In winter Red Kites are hi-
ghly anthropophilic: of the 987 records from road surveys (De 
Juana et al. 1988), 42% occurred in or near urban areas (radius 
of 1 km). The map in figure 123 shows the probability of winter 

Most of the Red Kites winter in the Northern Meseta despite 
occasional adverse climate. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 

Figure 123. Winter distribution of Red Kites in Spain in the 
period 2008-2010. Map shows probability of occurrence, 
according to the Atlas of the Wintering Birds of Spain (Viñuela 
2012).
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occurrence of Red Kites based on data from the Atlas of the Win-
tering Birds of Spain (Viñuela 2012), with information collected 
during the winters 2007-2008, 2008-2009 and 2009-2010.

The distribution from the winter atlas was similar to distribution 
from the three national Red Kite surveys (1994, 2004 and 2014). 
The wintering population was found mainly in the Northern 
Plateau, especially in the west (provinces of Zamora, Salamanca 
and west Valladolid) and Extremadura. Other areas of medium 
probability of occurrence were the Ebro valley, Iberian System, 
Southern Plateau, north Córdoba and lower Guadalquivir, but it 
was very scarce or absent in the Mediterranean and Cantabrian 
coastal provinces and Galicia. According to the Atlas the habitat 
preference of Red Kites were rain-fed crops (3.0 birds/km2), highly 
fragmented agricultural mosaics (1.6 birds/km2), irrigated crops 
(0.7 birds/km2), holm-oak and cork oak groves (0.7 birds/km2) 
and grasslands (0.5 birds/km2; Viñuela 2012).

The winter distribution of the Red Kite in Spain is closely linked 
to specific food sources such as landfill sites, muladares or open 
carcass dumps, farms and farmland waste, small mammal out-
breaks (especially voles), abundance of rabbits, extensive livestock 
and large hunting estates with discarded waste. Inevitably, termi-
nation of landfills or closure of small local dumps likely led to the 
disappearance of roosts and associated wintering areas. In several 
Spanish provinces (León, Salamanca, Segovia, Soria or Toledo) 
the distribution and size of the wintering population changed after 
waste management changes, and similarly the decrease in available 
meat waste products on farms, meat industries or large hunting 
estates influences the distribution and number of wintering birds 
(Sunyer and Viñuela 1994; García et al. 1998; Viñuela et al. 1999; 
Ortega and Hernández 2013; Molina 2015).

Extensive livestock farms are important for wintering Red 
Kites in Spain. Flock of sheep in dehesa. 
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature 
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At the end of the 20th century a decreasing trend in wintering 
numbers in the Southern Plateau and Extremadura occurred in 
parallel to an increasing trend in the Northern Plateau, the latter 
explained by the irruption of the vole (Microtus arvalis), an im-
portant food item (Sunyer and Viñuela 1994, 1996; García et al. 
1998; Viñuela et al. 1999; Viñuela 2012). Explosion of the vole 
population in some areas (specifically in Castilla y León, where 
they have reached high densities) dictates the winter distribution 
of the Red Kite in the Iberian Peninsula in winter (Sunyer and 
Viñuela 1994; Luque-Larena et al. 2013; Jareño 2014).

Three surveys of wintering Red Kites have been carried out across 
Spain, in 1993-1994 (Viñuela et al. 1999), 2003-2004 (Cardiel 
2006) and 2013-2014 (Molina 2015), using vehicle transects and 
roost counts. The change of the population is shown in figure 124.

The first national survey of Red Kites in winter, with estimates of 
66,000-70,000 birds, established Spain’s importance for winte-
ring Red Kites (Bernis 1966; De Juana et al. 1988; Sunyer and 
Viñuela 1996). The Northern Plateau (38,000-38,500 birds), 
Extremadura (10,000-10,500 birds) and the Ebro valley-south 
of the Pyrenees (8,200-8,500 birds) were the main wintering areas.

The second national survey of wintering Red Kites estimated 
35,500-36,200 birds, which was a decrease of more than 50% 
in only ten years. This decline was due both to the decrease in 

the breeding population of Red Kites from central and northern 
Europe, and to the reduction of the Spanish breeding population. 
In order of population percentage the most important regions were 
Castilla y León (56%, with a large population decline), Extrema-
dura (18%), Aragón (12%) and Navarra (7%). The second survey 
indicated that there was a decrease in the number of wintering Red 
Kites throughout Spain, except for Madrid and Navarra, where 
numbers were stable, and the Basque Country and Catalonia, 
where numbers increased (Figure 125).

The third national survey of wintering Red Kites, carried out in 
the winter 2013-2014, showed a recovery of the wintering popu-
lation, with an estimated 50,300 birds representing a 42% increase 
compared to the 2004 survey, but still 24% lower than the 1994 
survey (Figure 126).

Figure 124. Red Kite wintering population in Spain from the 
three national surveys carried out in 1993-1994 (Viñuela et 
al. 1999), 2003-2004 (Cardiel 2006) and 2013-2014 (Molina 
2915).

Roost sites are monitored for Red Kite winter surveys. 
© Javier de la Puente

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

80,000

N
um

be
r o

f b
ir

ds

Year
1993

1995
1997

1999
2001

2003
2005

2007
2009

2011
2013

2015



Status in Spain | 273 

In order of population percentage the most important regions 
were Castilla y León (50% of the wintering birds, with a 25% in-
crease since previous survey), Extremadura (16%), Aragón (12%) 
and Castilla-La Mancha (6%), which in combination accounted 
for almost 85% of the wintering population. Figure 127 shows 
the distribution in the last national survey by 10x10 km UTM 
grid squares.

According to the last national survey in 2013-2014, the main 
wintering areas (with the highest densities) are located in the 

Figure 125. Trend of the wintering population of Red Kites 
by Autonomous Community in winter 2003-2004 (Cardiel 
2006) compared to numbers recorded in the 1993-1994 season 
(Viñuela et al. 1999).

Figure 126. Trend of Red Kite wintering population by 
province in 2013-2014 compared to the first national survey 
of 1993-1994 and the second national survey of 2003-2004 
(Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Molina 2015).
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The Hoya de Huesca is the 
most important wintering 
area in Aragon in recent 
times. General view of the 
area. © Tomás Velasco
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Ebro valley, southern slopes of the Pyrenees, Tierra de Campos, 
west Northern Plateau dehesas, foothills of the Central System, 
north and southwest Extremadura and the Toledo region of La 
Sagra-Torrijos. The population trend has been positive in some 
regions such as the Balearic Islands, Andalusia and Castilla-La 
Mancha, the latter linked to a rabbit population boom (Ortega 
and Hernández 2013; Molina 2015; SAO 2020). A positive trend 
has been recorded in all provinces except Cáceres, León, Navarra, 
Soria and Teruel, with the largest numbers recorded in Salaman-
ca (5,925 birds), Badajoz (4,229 birds), Zamora (4,212 birds), 
Cáceres (3,832 birds), Burgos (3,621 birds) and Huesca (3,506 
birds) (Figures 128 and 129).

Figure 130 shows the relative importance of autonomous com-
munities in winter for Red Kites in Spain according to the three 
national Red Kite surveys. The highest number of birds was re-
corded in Castilla y León (57%), followed by Extremadura (17%) 
and Aragón (11%). These three regions support 85% of the win-
tering population of Red Kites in Spain. In addition, the figures 
for Navarra, Castilla-La Mancha and Andalusia (each with 3-5% 
of the total) are also noteworthy. However the relative importance 
of the regions has varied over among the three national surveys 
(Figure 131). 

Castilla y León, despite being the most important area for win-
tering Red Kites in Spain, has steadily decreased in terms of 
relative importance in successive surveys. Wintering birds in 
Extremadura have shown a slightly negative but largely stable 
trend, while the number of birds in Navarra has fluctuated with 
a slight decline. Other territories show increases, although their 
relative importance in terms of numbers is minor; as in Andalusia, 
Aragon, Castilla-La Mancha, Catalonia, Madrid and the Basque 
Country.

The first estimate of the number of European birds wintering in 
Spain was in the early 1970s, with 7,000-10,000 birds (Bernis 
1974). Subsequently another study estimated 31,400-45,500 
birds at the end of the 20th century (Hiraldo et al. 1995; M. Hea-
th/BirdLife International in Viñuela and Ortega 1999). From the 
first winter survey in Spain (1993-94), following the sustraction 
of the Spanish breeders, a wintering population of 54,000-62,140 
European birds was estimated, (Viñuela et al. 1999). In the ear-
ly 2000s, with information from the second national survey and 
using a similar methodology the European wintering population 
in Spain was estimated to be approximately 29,300-30,100 Red 
Kites (Cardiel 2006). 

Figure 127. Winter distribution of Red Kites in the winter 
2013-2014 season according to 10x10 km UTM grids surveyed 
in the peninsular of Spain (Molina 2015).

Figure 128. Comparison of the wintering population of Red 
Kites by provinces in winter 2013-2014 (Molina 2015).
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Figure 129. Estimated population of Red Kites in winter 2013-
2014 in provinces with more than 2,000 individuals (Molina 
2015).

Figure 130. Relative importance of Red Kite in Spanish 
territories in winter. Joint data from the three national surveys: 
1993-1994 (Viñuela et al. 1999), 2003-2004 (Cardiel 2006) 
and 2013-2014 (Molina 2015).

It was known since the last century based on information from 
ring recoveries that the migratory wintering Red Kites in Spain 
originated from central Europe, and they predominantly winter 
in the Ebro River valley, the Northern and Southern Plateaus, 
and Extremadura.

Gathering of Red Kites at a feeding station in Binaced (Huesca). 
© Javier de la Puente

Andalusia

Aragon

Castilla y León

Castilla-La Mancha

Extremadura

Navarra

Rest

57%
3%

17%

5%
4% 3%

11%

Figure 131. Comparison of relative importance of the different 
Spanish territories for Red Kites in winter from the three 
surveys: 1993-1994 (Viñuela et al. 1999), 2003-2004 (Cardiel 
2006) and 2013-2014 (Molina 20115).
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2015; Molina 2015; Olano et al. 2016; Fernández-García and Graciante-
paraluceta 2018; Proyecto Ecogyp 2020)
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Castilla y León is internationally important for Red Kites, as 
it supports the largest wintering population in the world 
and is home to the largest breeding population in the Ibe-

rian Peninsula. In the summer, the resident population, which 
includes breeders and unpaired birds, can total up to 3,000 Red 
Kites mainly in the southernmost forested area. From October 
onwards migratory birds from northern latitudes join the resident 
population of kites. These two populations (resident and winte-
ring) add up to about a couple of tens of thousands of Red Kites 
throughout the dehesas, moorlands, pastures and river valleys of 
the nine provinces of Castilla y León.

Figure 132. Castilla y León is the largest autonomous community 
in Spain and larger than several countries of the European 
Union such as Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Holland, Ireland, 
Luxembourg or Portugal.

Castilla y León supports the largest population of Red Kites in 
the Iberian Peninsula, with about 3,000 birds in summer and 
over 20,000 birds in winter. © Tatavasco
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DISTRIBUTION OF
THE BREEDING POPULATION

Red Kites breed in all nine provinces of Castilla y León, with 
the most significant populations in the south. Red Kite mainly 
occupies dehesas of holm oak and oak in Salamanca and Zamora, 
and forest areas in the foothills of the Central System in Ávila 
and Segovia. Small populations and isolated pairs are scattered 
throughout the rest of the provinces (Burgos, León, Palencia, Soria 
and Valladolid). It is absent from the north-west and largely ab-
sent from the arable areas of Tierra de Campos or the high Soria 
plateaux, which are deforested. It seems to avoid high altitudes 
of the Cantabrian Mountains and Iberian System and the Central 
System Mountains, although there are historical records of bre-
eding pairs between 1,400-1,500 m a.s.l. (Viñuela et al. 1999, 
Junta de Castilla y León unpubl. data).

Spring surveys to calculate trends  
and conservation status

Four Red Kite breeding surveys have been carried out in Castilla 
y León, two national surveys in 1994 and 2014 coordinated by 
SEO/BirdLife (Viñuela et al. 1999; Molina 2015) and two regio-
nal surveys in 2001-2002 and 2008 coordinated by the Conse-
jería de Medio Ambiente de la Junta de Castilla y León (Iberis 
2002, 2008). In addition, some provinces have been surveyed 

periodically, such as Segovia in 2000 (Contreras 2001), Zamora 
in 2005 (Salvador and Hernández 2007) and Salamanca in 2007 
(Iberia-Bird 2007), following the same methodology of vehicle 
transects, vantage point counts in areas of complex relief, and 
direct search for territories or nests. Several studies have provided 
additional information, both at regional (Sanz-Zuasti and Velas-
co 1999) and provincial level (San Segundo 1990; Carnero and 
Peris 1988; Román et al. 1996; Jubete 1997; García et al. 2010).

The first national survey in 1994 yielded a population in Casti-
lla y León of 1,070 birds, with an estimated 1,739-1,935 pairs, 
representing about half the Spanish population (Viñuela et al. 
1999). The province of Salamanca, with an estimated 737-798 
pairs, supported the largest population and together with Segovia, 
Zamora and Ávila accounted for 89% of all the pairs in the region.

The first regional survey was carried out between 2001 and 
2002, with lower coverage than in 1994, recorded 314 birds 

Figure 133. Comparison of breeding and wintering populations 
of Red Kite in Castilla y León according to national survey 
estimates (sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Molina 
2015).
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Figure 134. Distribution of the breeding population of Red 
Kites in Castilla y León according to 10x10 km UTM grid 
squares (sources: Sanz-Zuasti 2014; SEO/BirdLife 2017; 
Junta de Castilla y León unpubl. data).
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with an estimate of 1,037 breeding pairs (Iberis 2002). As in the 
previous survey, the provinces of Salamanca, Zamora, Segovia 
and Ávila supported the largest populations. The results of this 
study were used to describe the size of the breeding population 
for this community in the second national survey held in 2004 
(Cardiel 2006).

The second regional survey in 2008, with greater coverage (Iberis 
2008) recorded 662 birds and an estimated 877 breeding pairs 
in the 500 UTM squares that were visited. At provincial level, 
Salamanca continued to have the largest population with 474 
pairs, followed by Zamora and Segovia with 134 and 132 pairs, 
respectively. In Avila, 86 pairs were estimated. These results show 
a significant decline since 1994 in almost all provinces, particularly 
in Avila and Segovia.

The third national survey was in 2014 (Molina 2015), coordinated 
regionally. In Castilla y León it was organised by the Consejería de 
Fomento y Medio Ambiente de la Junta de Castilla y León, with 
fieldwork carried out by technical officers, environmental agents 
and environmental wardens. The coverage was higher than in all 
previous surveys, with 59% of the total UTM squares of Castilla y 
León visited (Figure 136). The result was a record count of 1,147 
Red Kites and a breeding population estimated at 1,298 pairs 
(Sanz-Zuasti 2014). The province of Salamanca supported almost 
50% of the population (590 pairs) which, together with Zamora 
(188 pairs) and Ávila (172 pairs), added up to about 75% of the 
pairs. In Segovia the figures were lower (145 pairs), while in the 
rest of the provinces the numbers were much smaller. 

Red Kites prefer mosaic habitats of agroforestry with open 
areas of pasture or arable fields. Dehesas of oak and holm oak 
pastures in Salamanca and Zamora, and forests of Ávila and 
Segovia support about 80% of the breeding population of Red 
Kites in Castilla y León. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature (left) 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti (right)
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From the third national survey in 2014 to the present, the Ministry 
of Development and Environment of the Regional Government of 
Castilla y León (Consejería de Fomento y Medio Ambiente de la 
Junta) has implemented a Red Kite monitoring scheme in accor-
dance with the Plan for Monitoring the State of Conservation of 
Biodiversity in Castilla y León. Special Protection Areas for Birds 
(SPAs) were surveyed, and we will refer to these as control areas 
in order to evaluate both the area of occupancy and the size and 
trend of Red Kite populations.

Figure 135. Red Kite abundance (KAI: n.º birds/100 km) in 
Castilla y León, according to the results from transects by 
vehicle in UTM 10x10 km grid squares in June 2014 (source: 
Sanz-Zuasti 2014).

For the 2014 third national survey the Junta de Castilla y 
León provided considerable manpower and equipment in 
survey areas. More locally, the administration of each province 
(Secciones de Espacios y Especies Protegidas) coordinated field 
work teams with technical officers, environmental agents and 
wardens from the Territorial Environmental Services of Castilla 
y León. © Gonzalo Zarzuela
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Table 24. Estimated population (number of pairs) of Red Kites in Castilla y León in national and regional surveys and sampling 
effort (sources: 1994: Viñuela et al. 1999; 2002: Iberis 2002; 2004: Cardiel 2006; 2008: Iberis 2008; 2014: Sanz-Zuasti 2014). 
The 2004 national survey used data from the 2001 and 2002 survey of Castilla y León.

 1994 2001-2002 (2004) 2008 2014

UTM 314 163 500 568

Distance in vehicle (km) 12,355 4,565 16,820 19,497

No. of birds 1,070 314 653 1,147

Population estimate 1,740-1,935 1,102 877 1,298

Red Kites breed in high densities in the province of Ávila in 
areas of forest with extensive livestock farming in the sierras 
and foothills of the Sistema Central. © Tatavasco
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Red Kite population recovery in Castilla y León

The results from the national and regional surveys can be indi-
cative of the trend of the Red Kite population at least between 
1994 and 2014. Overall data have ranged from 1,070 birds in 
1994 to only 314 birds in 2004, 662 birds in 2008 and 1,147 
birds in 2014 (Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Iberis 2008; 
Sanz-Zuasti 2014). 

With broadly similar survey coverage the results from 2008 and 
2014 can be compared, showing that the population almost dou-
bled in that period (figure 138). For example, the records in Ávila 
province increased from 72 birds to 150 birds, and in Salamanca, 

Table 25. Estimated breeding population (number of pairs) of Red Kites by province in Castilla y León in the three national surveys 
and in the two regional surveys (sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; Iberis 2002; Cardiel 2006; Iberis 2008; Molina 2015).

Province 1994  2001-2002 2004 2008 2014
 I National Survey I Regional Survey II National Survey II Regional Survey III National Survey

Ávila 150-180 173 173 86 172

Burgos 30-50 15 23 3 17

León 15-35 20 22 20 72

Palencia 15-40 20 20 2 24

Salamanca 737-798 350 341 474 590

Segovia 486-488 251 251 132 145

Soria 44-46 40 97 20 60

Valladolid 33-34 24 41 6 30

Zamora 229-264 144 134 134 188

Total 1,739-1,935 1,037 1,102 877 1,298

Figure 136. Records of Red Kites in the 2014 survey in Castilla 
y León (Sanz-Zuasti 2014).

Figure 137. Comparison of the number of Red Kite pairs in the 
surveys in Castilla y León (sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 
2006; Iberis 2008; Sanz-Zuasti 2014).



288 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 



Castilla y León: surveys and population monitoring | 289 

District of Vitigudino (Salamanca). The areas of oak and holm 
oak forest with extensive livestock in Ávila, Salamanca, Segovia 
and Zamora support one of the highest breeding densities of 
Red Kites in the Iberian Peninsula. 
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature

Red Kites breed along the banks of the Voltoya, Duratón and 
Riaza rivers and the surrounding agroforestry systems in 
Segovia. © Carlos Sánchez/ Náyade Nature

from 361 birds to 585 birds. This increase occurred in both high, 
medium and low density populations in most of the districts that 
were surveyed. For example, in two high-density districts in Sala-
manca, such as Encinar Castellano and Melojares del Noroeste, 
the number of birds increased from 114 in 2008 to 150 in 2014 
and from 35 to 105, respectively. 

In the survey district of Sayago (Zamora), also with a high density 
of pairs, records increased from 34 to 89 birds. In addition, it is 
very important to highlight that in 2014 birds were recorded in 
districts with negative results in 2008. For example, in 2008 no 
birds were recorded in the Sureste district (León) and Pinares 
(Valladolid) (Iberis 2008), but in 2014, 20 birds and 17 birds 
were recorded respectively (Sanz-Zuasti 2014).
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Comments on the methodology used in the 
national surveys and review of the results of the 
2014 Red Kite survey in Castilla y León

A methodology for the first Red Kite national survey of 1994 was 
designed to determine the size of the breeding population in Spain 
(Viñuela et al. 1999). This consisted of detecting birds during 
transects by vehicle, which was considered the most appropriate 
in terms of effort-results balance, bearing in mind the scale and 
characteristics of the Spanish peninsular and the behaviour of Red 
Kite. Alternatively, in areas of rugged terrain or where a low density 
of birds made it difficult to use vehicle transects, sampling by ob-
servation and direct nest searches was recommended. In addition, 
a series of survey districts were defined in each province, and in 
both cases the UTM 10x10 km grid squares was considered as 
the sampling unit.

Kilometric indices of abundance (KAIs) are calculated from car 
transect data, which relate the number of birds observed to the 
distance travelled, standardised in this case at 100 km. KAIs 
are used to estimate the Red Kite population, also taking into 
account that approximately one third of the birds recorded were 
not not breeders, the density of the population is given in num-
ber of paris/km2, and this estimate is extrapolated to county or 
province level.

The use of this methodology in all national surveys has enabled 
the comparison of results and has made it possible to derive the 
population trend for Red Kites in Spain over a period of 20 
years. However, some authors argue that this methodology is 

The Sayago region (Zamora) holds one of the highest densities 
of Red Kites in Castilla y León. Extensive livestock farming is 
key for the conservation of the species. 
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature

The main Red Kite breeding population is found in the foothills 
of the Sistema Ibérico. © Carlos Sánchez/ Náyade Nature
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Figure 138. Number of Red Kites recorded by province and by 
survey, 2008 and 2014 surveys (sources: Iberis 2008; Sanz-
Zuasti 2014).
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not sufficiently robust in calculating population size, and that 
the reliability of the results depends on the coverage and sam-
pling effort (Salvador and Hernández 2007; Sanz-Zuasti 2015a, 
2018). In this sense, it is considered necessary to survey more 
than 50% of the study area for reliable results (Viñuela et al. 
1999). The distribution of survey areas established in the first 
survey has also been argued as they were not grouped by ho-
mogeneity of habitats (such as the Sureste district in León). In 
short, the results from the first two surveys should be analysed 
with caution, due to low sampling and the disparity of habitats 
covered in each case.

Another argument was the proportion of non-breeders that were 
included in the analysis to calculate the population size. This 
parameter was considered in the 1994 method and evaluated in 
subsequent studies, both in low and high density areas (Viñuela 
et al. 1999; Molina 2015), concluding that the assumption that 
one third of the population are non-breeders, mainly non-adults, 
would not be applicable at present for all populations.

Subsequent studies in low-density areas in some provinces have 
shown that this method often overestimates the breeding popu-
lation, as the number of non-adults is higher than the assumption 

of national surveys. For example, in June 2016, 12 squares were 
surveyed in the province of León and ratios of 23% adults versus 
77% immatures were found (n = 13); in two districts of Zamora 
surveyed in April-June 2016 only 10% of the 52 birds were adults 
and the district of Pinares, Valladolid, in June 2017, of the 19 
birds recorded 6 were adults, 10 immature and 3 indetermina-
te, which is 62% non-adults (Velasco 2017a, 2017b). A greater 
percentage of non-breeding juveniles has also been described in 
other studies outside Castilla y León, for example on the island 
of Menorca, where it was estimated in 1999 that around 60% of 
the birds were non-breeders, with a total of 40 Red Kites but only 
8 breeding pairs on the island (De Pablo & Pons 1998).

The third national survey also admits that it would be necessary 
to revisit the calculations and recommends a revision of the esti-
mates from vehicle transects (Molina 2015). It would be advisable 
to re-evaluate the age composition of the population during the 
breeding season, as it is likely that non-breeders were underestima-
ted. An update of the density calculation would allow for a better 
adjustment of the population from KAI, avoiding overestimates. 
A better sampling of the rate of breeders and non-breeders would 
be desired, although this is difficult for an area as large as Castilla 
y León. 

The 2014 survey confirmed a slight recovery of the Red Kite 
population in the community of Castilla y León with an increase 
in many areas of most of the provinces. © Tatavasco images

At the end of the 20th century, Red Kite declined sharply in 
agricultural land, disappearing as a nesting bird in many central 
districts of the region. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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Within this framework, the figures of the 2014 survey of 28 areas 
of Castilla y León were reviewed and the conclusion was that 
the number of pairs was overestimated. Consultation with local 
ornithologists was used to recalculate figures from the 2014 sur-
vey. The number of pairs in the 28 districts was recalculated and 
the figures changed from 380 to 149 breeding pairs. Then, the 
population size of Red Kites in Castilla y León was estimated at 
1,067 breeding pairs, which is 231 pairs less than that estimated 
in the 2014 survey. The overestimation stands out in provinces 
with small populations such as León (from 72 pairs to 14 pairs), 
or Soria (from 60 pairs to 25 pairs). The figures of all the pro-
vinces were updated.

It is worth mentioning that although the breeding population was 
over-estimated in the 2014 survey in these 28 areas, there was 
a significant increase in the number of birds recorded in many 
of them between 2008 and 2014. With a similar sampling effort 
(267 grid squares compared to 253 grid squares), 72 birds were 
recorded in 2008 and 198 birds in 2014; two and a half times 
more. This increase in the number of birds could be interpreted 
as an increase in the population of non-breeding floaters, that 
could have been higher in 2014 than that estimated in the last 
decade of the 20th century. This confirms the need to update 
data on the age structure of the population in order to determine 
its size more accurately.

Adult (right) and immature (left) Red Kite. Red Kite populations 
in Castilla y León consist of adults, immatures and juveniles.  
© Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature

Figure 139. Distribution and estimate of the breeding population of 
Red Kites by survey districts in Castilla y León with updated results 
of the 2014 survey.

Table 26. Comparison of the estimated number of pairs by provinces 
of the 2014 survey (Sanz-Zuasti 2014) and revised estimates.

Province 2014 Revised Change from
 Survey 2014 Survey 2014 Survey

Ávila 172 165 -7

Burgos 17 10 -7

León 72 14 -58

Palencia 24 10 -14

Salamanca 590 566 -24

Segovia 145 120 -25

Soria 60 25 -35

Valladolid 30 9 -21

Zamora 188 148 -40

Total 1,298 1,067 -231
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Figure 140. Change of distribution of Red Kite breeding 
population in Castilla y León. In orange 1975-1995 (Purroy 
1997) and in grey 1998-2002 (Viñuela 2003).

Population trends and change

Historical documentation of the distribution and size of the Red 
Kite population in Castilla y León is scarce, but a significant decline 
occurred in the area of occupancy since the end of the 20th century. 
Thus, for example, data from the National Atlas of Spanish Birds 
(Purroy 1997) give a reasonably objective view of the wide distri-
bution of this species in all the provinces of the community. Red 
Kite was absent only in areas with Atlantic climate in the northwest 
of the region, in the province of León, and was scarce in the great 
plains of the Duero valley and in the western areas of the southern 
slopes of the Cantabrian mountain range. 

Subsequently, the Atlas of the breeding birds of Spain (Viñuela 
2003) confirms a high loss of the area of occupancy, mainly in 
agricultural areas of Valladolid and Zamora, and also in northern 
Burgos, León, Palencia and Soria. During this period, Red Kite 
disappeared as a breeder from deforested farming areas such as 
Tierra de Campos and La Moraña, and from pine forests and 
river valleys in the interior of the region such as Tierra de Medina. 
Similarly, the results from the Burgos and Palencia atlases, carried 
out in the 1990s, showed significant loss of distribution range, and 
disappearance from many of their districts (Román et al. 1996; 
Jubete 1997). The decline troughed in the 2008 regional survey, 
with decrease of the population and contraction and fragmenta-
tion of its distribution range, with populations in the southwest 
(Salamanca and Zamora, Segovia and Ávila) and a scarce presence 
in other areas, especially in the north, centre and east of the region 
(Iberis 2008). 

Table 27. Results from the breeding Red Kite survey (number of pairs) in 2014 (revised data; table 4) and change with respect to 
the previous national survey of 1994 and the regional survey of 2008 (estimated number of pairs; sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; 
Iberis 2008; Sanz-Zuasti 2014 revised).

Province 1994 2008 2014 (revised) % change since 1994 % change since 2008

Ávila 150 86 165 10.00 91.86

Burgos 30 3 10 -66.67 233.33

León 15 20 14 -6.67 -30.00

Palencia 15 2 10 -33.33 400.00

Salamanca 737 474 566 -23.20 19.41

Segovia 486 132 120 -75.31 -9.09

Soria 44 20 25 -43.18 25.00

Valladolid 33 6 9 -72.73 50.00

Zamora 229 134 148 -35.37 10.45

Total 1,739 877 1,067 -38.64 21.66

The results of the 2014 survey are more positive. With a sampling 
effort very similar to 2008, a change in the trend is found, with a 
recolonisation of areas where Red Kite had previously disappea-
red. In summary, in 2014 Red Kite was detected in 378 UTM 
squares, which represents at least 39% of the total (Sanz-Zuasti 
2014). For the first time in more than two decades, surveys showed 
an increase in the number of Red Kite records, even in areas where 
the species was not present in the 2008 survey.
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Figure 141. Change in the number of estimated breeding pairs of 
Red Kite in Castilla y León (sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; Iberis 
2002, 2008; Cardiel 2006; Sanz-Zuasti 2014 revised).

Figure 142. Change in the number of estimated breeding pairs of 
Red Kite in Castilla y León according to the results of the three 
national surveys (1994, 2004, 2014) and two regional surveys 
(2002 and 2008; sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; Iberis 2002, 2008; 
Cardiel 2006; Sanz-Zuasti 2014 revised).

Twenty years since the first national survey, the breeding population of 
Red Kites in Castilla y León has suffered a marked and widespread de-
cline. The decline seems sharper at the end of the 20th century and the 
beginning of the 21st century. Comparison of the results of successive 
surveys conveniently describes the situation: the 1,739 pairs estimated 
in 1994 (Viñuela et al. 1999) decreased to 1,102 pairs in 2004 (Cardiel 
2006) and 877 pairs in 2008 (Iberis 2008), which represents a drop of 
almost 50% in in the period 1994-2008, with declines of more than or 
close to 50% in the nine provinces of Castilla y León. The marked decrea-
se in the province of Segovia, with a loss of 355 pairs between 1994 and 
2008, is possibly one of the greatest declines of the species in the whole 
of Spain. The revised results of the 2014 survey, with an estimated 1,067 
pairs, represent a change in the trend in Castilla y León after a marked 
and long decline (figure 142). 
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The Red Kite breeding population in Castilla y León suffered 
a strong decline between 1994 and 2008, of 50% according to 
surveys. © Tatavasco images
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POPULATION IN WINTER
The autonomous community of Castilla y León 
supports the highest number of wintering Red 
Kites in the world 

Red Kite winters widely in the region of Castilla y León, across 
all nine provinces. It mainly occupies crops, pastures, moorlands 
and valleys of the main rivers of the Duero basin. It is very scarce 
or absent from the Atlantic region of the north of the province 
of León and the northwest of Zamora, from the high moorlands 
of Soria and from the high mountain ranges of the Cantabrian 
Mountains, the Iberian System and the Central System. The hi-
ghest altitude roosts are in the foothills of the mountain ranges, 
mainly in the provinces of Ávila, Segovia, Palencia and Soria, up 
to between 1,200 and 1,300 m.a.s.l.

The Salamanca dehesas with livestock, which support the largest 
breeding population in the region, can have twice as many Red Kites 
in winter with the arrival of several thousand individuals from cen-
tral Europe, reaching high densities in the northeastern and central 
regions of the province, such as Campo de Vitigudino, Ledesma and 
Campo Charro. The agricultural fields and fertile plains of the Due-
ro river and its tributaries also hold high numbers of kites. To the 
south of the River Duero, there are about 6,000 birds throughout 
the agricultural districts of La Moraña, Tierra de Arévalo, Campos 
de Peñaranda, La Armuña, Tierra de Medina, Tierra del Vino and 
La Guareña. North of the Duero there are about 2,500 birds mainly 
concentrated in Tierra de Campos and the Burgos moorlands.

The distribution and abundance of Red Kites in winter is closely 
linked to human activity, specifically to extensive livestock farms, 
landfills, muladares or open air carcass dumps and slaughter-
houses, which provide their main sources of food (Sunyer and 
Viñuela 1994; Viñuela et al. 1999). As in the rest of Spain, a high 
percentage of roosts are located near these facilities, including 
waste treatment centres in large cities such as Ávila, Salamanca 
and Valladolid. Changes in management and legislation of waste 
could explain inter-annual variations in the presence of Red Kites. 
Such was the case in the province of León, where the construction 
of a single provincial waste treatment centre in 2004 led to the 
closure of more than 130 local waste disposal points, with the 
consequent disappearance of a large number of roosts (García 
2015). The winter distribution of the Red Kite is also influenced 
by vole infestations and wild rabbits, which are an important part 
of the diet during winter in some agricultural areas.
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Moraleja de Matacabras (Ávila). The Tierra de Campiñas (SPA), with an area of almost 140,000 hectares (Ávila, Salamanca and 
Valladolid), is home to the largest wintering population of Red Kites in Castilla y León and is a Red Natura 2000 area.© Tatavasco
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Roost counts to survey wintering Red Kites

Wintering Red Kites are gregarious and form gatherings at roost 
sites in suitable areas with tall trees where they spend the night. 
This behaviour at communal roosts aids the counting of them in 
winter and it is the accepted as the most reliable way of unders-
tanding the winter population.

The results from national roost surveys and regular monitoring 
carried out in some provinces annually, such as Segovia and Va-
lladolid, have helped understanding of distribution, population 
change or shift of wintering areas between years, and the general 
biology of the species at this time of year. In addition, several 
tracking projects such as the Migra Programme of SEO/BirdLife 
are providing a mass of valuable information about the movements 
between roost sites, between foraging areas, and about interactions 
of the resident kites with wintering birds. Important information 
was collected from the monitoring of roosting sites in the province 
of Segovia in the period 2010-2020, namely the 112 roosts that 
were found during six winters (2010-2016), of which 26 were 
permanent (SEO-Segovia 2016). Different behaviour was also 
found between resident and wintering birds, often not sharing 
roosts and resident kites roosting in copses near their nesting areas 
with no interaction with winterers (Casaux 2015).

Red Kites roost near towns, landfills or roads. © Javier López

Populations of wintering Red Kites are studied by counts at 
roost sites. © Tatavasco

Figure 143. Average number of Red Kites counted at four roosts 
sites in the province of Burgos (Villarmentero, Celada de la 
Torre, Cayuela and Montuenga) over four consecutive winters 
(2017-2018, 2018-2019, 2019-2020 and 2020-2021). Based 
on Núñez et al. (2021).
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The number of birds at roosts changes through the winter. In a 
comprehensive monitoring study in Burgos province four roost 
sites were counted once a fortnight for four consecutive winters 
(figure 143). It was found that, in general, Red Kite numbers are 
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Figure 144. Distribution and size of Red Kite roosts in Castilla 
y León in the period 2016-2020 (sources: Junta de Castilla y 
León 2016, 2017b, 2018d, 2020).

highest between the last two weeks of November and the first 
week of January, with a peak tending to occur during the first two 
weeks of December. In October the number of Red Kites is still 
low and in February they are departing for their breeding areas 
(Núñez et al. 2021). These results are in line with a previous 
study in Burgos that found that the population peaks occur in 
late December and early January (González and Ansola 2012).

Size of the wintering population

Castilla y León holds half of the wintering population of Red 
Kites in Spain. The three national surveys (table 28), carried out 
in the winters 1993-1994, 2003-2004 and 2013-2014 (Viñuela 
et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Molina 2015), provided population 
estimates at provincial level, identified the districts with the hi-
ghest concentration of birds and helped described the population 
change since the first national survey. Further monitoring has 
been carried out in provinces such as Burgos, Segovia, Soria, 
Valladolid and Zamora.

The first national survey estimated the population at 42,044-
44,544 individuals, of which 36,199-39,324 were considered to 
be wintering birds from outside the Iberian Peninsula and the rest 
are considered to belong to the resident population (Viñuela et al. 
1999). The provinces with the largest populations were Salamanca 
and Zamora, with Segovia, Burgos and León also recording im-
portant numbers of more than 5,000 birds (table 28). The survey 
methods were vehicle transects of 10x10 UTM grids squares and 
roosts counts between December and January. Castilla y León was 
divided into 73 survey districts, with 967 10x10 UTM squares. A 
kilometric abundance index (KAI) per grid square was then cal-
culated to estimate the population in each of the survey districts. 
Coverage and sampling effort was low in several provinces with 
an insufficient survey rate in many of the districts.

The second national survey estimated the population at 19,989 
birds during the 2003-2004 winter, of which 16,683 were con-
sidered as European winterers (Cardiel 2006), with the highest 
numbers in Salamanca, Burgos, León and Zamora (table 28). The-
se results reflected a significant general decrease with respect to 
the previous estimate, with decrease percentages varying from 
26% in Soria to more than 60% in Segovia, Zamora and Palencia. 
In the rest of the provinces the decrease was about 40-50%. Se-
govia had the highest density of wintering Red Kites in the region 
but, as mentioned, suffered significant declines such as in El Llano 
and Tierra de Pinares (Viñuela and Ortega 1999) with 67% and 
69% declines respectively. 

Table 28. Wintering population of Red Kites in Castilla y León, 
based on results from the three national surveys, showing data 
by province (Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Molina 2015).

Province 1993-1994 2003-2004 2013-2014

Ávila 2,900 1,332 1,915

Burgos 5,300 3,095 3,621

León 5,000 2,559 1,592

Palencia 2,500 960 2,896

Salamanca 9,231 5,148 5,925

Segovia 5,500 1,849 2,420

Soria 571 422 368

Valladolid 4,542 2,136 2,351

Zamora 6,500 2,488 4,212

Total 42,044 19,989 25,300
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Climate during winter in the Northern Plateau is cold, with night frosts and thick fog from November to 
February. © Tatavasco
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The third national survey estimated the population at 25,300 
birds, showing a positive trend in all provinces except León and 
Soria, with an overall increase of 26% and accounting for 46% of 
the Spanish population (Molina 2015). A total of 285 roosts were 
located, totalling 17,251 Red Kites, with the largest populations 
in Salamanca, Zamora and Burgos, which accounted for 54% of 
the regional numbers (table 28). The largest roosts were in Ávila 
(San Juan de la Encinilla, 329 birds) and Salamanca (Villoruela, 
310 birds), with three other roosts exceeding 200 birds. Despite 
this recovery, the 2014 estimate was a decrease of 40% compared 
to the 1994 survey (Molina 2015).

In 2016, the Junta de Castilla y León initiated annual monitoring 
of the wintering Red Kite population, with the participation of 
other bodies in Segovia and Zamora. Fieldwork was focused on 
locating roosts in December and counting them during the first 
half of January, a task carried out by technical officers, environ-
mental agents and environmental wardens from the Territorial 
Environmental Services. Until 2020, the coverage was variable, 
with complete surveys in some provinces, and control surveys in 
nine SPAs (Plan de Monitorización del Estado de Conservación de 
la Biodiversidad en Castilla y León). Eventually central control 
areas were surveyed annually in each of the nine provinces.

The above mentioned studies provided information to help un-
derstand the range and change of many winter roosts throughout 
Castilla y León as well as additional information of interest, both 
on the size of roosts and the type of trees used. In the period 2016-
2020, 1,258 roosts were surveyed, with an average of 252 roosts 
per year. In terms of size, they ranged from a few birds to more than 
400 birds, with three quarters being less than 100 birds (figure 
147). The location of the roosts varied with three out of four roosts 
being in poplar trees, followed mainly by other deciduous trees. 
Other roosts in evergreen trees such as pines, holm oaks and cork 
oaks are very scarce in general (figure 148).

Figure 145. Number of Red Kites wintering in Castilla y León 
based on results of the three national surveys (sources: Viñuela 
et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Molina 2015).
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Figure 146. Number of Red Kites wintering in Castilla y León 
based on results of the three national surveys, showing data by 
province (sources: Viñuela et al. 1999; Cardiel 2006; Molina 
2015).
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Roost counts were carried out by teams of environmental 
agents, environmental wardens and technical officers from the 
Territorial Environmental Services of Castilla y León. 
© Julio Rodríguez
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Figure 147. Size of Red Kite winter roosts in Castilla y León. 
The average percentage over the five survey winters according 
to roost size is shown. Data are from the 1,414 roosts with at 
least one bird, counted in the period 2016-2020; the average 
annual number of roosts considered is 283 (source: Junta de 
Castilla y León own data).

Figure 148. Type of trees of Red Kite winter roosts in Castilla y 
León in the period 2016-2020. The average percentage across 
the five winter surveys is shown. The deciduous group excludes 
poplars and includes pure or mixed roosts of alder, almond, 
maple, chestnut, ash, Portuguese oak, Pyrenean oak and willow. 
The evergreen group includes all recorded pine species plus 
holm oaks and cork oaks that keep their leaves during the winter 
(source: Junta de Castilla y León unpubl. data).
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During winter groups of Red Kites are frequently seen sitting on the ground near food sources such as muladares or open air 
carcass dumps, rubbish dumps or cattle farms. © Tatavasco
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Threats

Red Kite populations have historically been linked to the presen-
ce of humans. European habitats have been modified by farming 
practices. The reduction, fragmentation or elimination of the origi-
nal habitats have influenced raptor populations, their distribution 
and trends. In the middle ages Red Kites were seen around towns, 
where they fed on refuse, domestic animal remains and rodents. 
Today, Red Kites are still linked to humanised areas such as land-
fills, open air dumps or muladares, slaughterhouses and livestock 
farms, where they find food.

In the last century agricultural intensification, industrialization of 
livestock farming and use of pesticides or chemical phytosanitary 
products have led to a drastic simplification of the landscape and 
its ecological impoverishment. In the 20th century in Europe birds 
of prey were heavily persecuted animals and their extermination 
was endorsed by public institutions such as the Spanish Juntas 
de Extinción de Animales Dañinos y Protección de la Caza (Ex-
tinction of Harmful Animals and Hunting Protection Boards).

Currently, the European Red Kite Action Plan lists its threats and 
highlights poisoning as the main cause of the general decline of the 
European population, in addition to habitat change, electrocutions 
and collisions. In Spain, Red Kite is one of the birds of prey whose 
breeding population has suffered the greatest decline in the 20th 
century, and as a consequence it was classified as “Endangered” 
in the Spanish Catalogue of Threatened Species.

In the 21st century, the main causes of the Red Kite’s decline 
include illegal poisoning of baits and illegal shooting, ingestion of 
prey contaminated with toxic substances, electrocution by power 
lines, collision with infrastructures, and climate change.

The foraging strategy and type of prey targeted by Red Kites 
makes them especially vulnerable to toxic substances. The illegal 
use of strychnine and other poisons to control predators brought 
the species to the brink of extinction in many European countries. 
In recent decades, substances such as carbofuran, aldicarb or bro-
madiolone have been legally used to control insect and rodent 
pests, negatively affecting populations in Spain and France.

Accidents with cables, and both electrocutions and collisions 
with power lines, threaten the conservation of Red Kite during 
breeding, winter and migration. Red Kites use the cross-arms of 
the power lines as perches risking electrocution. Electrocutions 
kill many Red Kites and in certain populations this has been the 
main cause of their decline.

The proliferation of wind farms has increased the risk of collision, 
especially on migration and in winter. However, the danger of wind 
farms is not constant and depends on several variables such as the 
biology of the species, their density and behaviour, topography of 
the terrain, climate, and even the design of the installation itself. 
The impact of wind farms on the Red Kite is well documented in 
central Europe, mainly in Germany, which supports both the lar-
gest Red Kite breeding population and the greatest development 
of the wind energy on the continent.

Climate change is influencing Red Kites through population ex-
pansion in the northern and central European countries and a 
decline in the southern regions. Also, in recent years, some po-
pulations in central Europe have become more sedentary during 
the winter months.

Road and railway accidents are common for Red Kites. As scaven-
gers that feed on roadkill, Red Kites are victims of traffic accidents 
themselves. GPS data show that some kites are specialised in fora-
ging along roads and motorways in search of roadkill.

Other risk factors are illegal shooting, drowning in ponds and 
cattle troughs, direct disturbance of nests or roosts, limited avai-
lability of food, and attacks by other predators.
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Conservation

The European Union has adopted strong legislation to preserve the 
most important habitats and its threatened species throughout its 
territory, including in relation to the Red Kite. The Action Plan for 
the Conservation of the Red Kite in Europe was drawn up in 2009 
and served as a reference for the programs of the member countries. 
Among its main proposals are the eradication of the illegal use of 
poisoned baits as a method of predator control, the reduction of 
the risk of secondary poisoning when preventing damage by ro-
dents and other pests in agriculture, the maintenance of suitable 
breeding, wintering and feeding habitats, increasing in the level of 
knowledge, improving the coordination of survey programs, and 
investigating the impact of veterinary drugs and other pollutants.

The main conservation programs in Europe have focused their 
efforts on increasing bird survival through actions aimed at redu-
cing or eliminating the main causes of mortality. The efforts have 
paid off with the relative recovery of the Red Kite population and 
recent classification as “Non-Threatened” species at global level.

Among the most successful projects is the Red Kite reintroduction 
in the United Kingdom, which involved the release of young kites 
over five years in England and Scotland and the implementation 
of measures to reduce bird deaths by poisoned baits, resulting 
in population growth from 52 pairs in 1989 to more than 6,000 
pairs in 2018.

The Red Kite’s migratory traits have encouraged international 
cooperation, with the launching in 2020 of LIFE Eurokite, a trans-
boundary conservation project for Red Kite and other European 
raptors. One of its main actions consists of identifying the causes 
of mortality of Red Kites that are attributable to human activity. To 
this end, kites are permanently GPS tracked throughout Europe, 
deaths have been investigated, and information about their life 
cycle has increased.

In Spain, given the status of the species is “In danger of extinc-
tion”, recent decades have seen the initiation of several projects 
aimed at reducing threats and improving the status of its popula-
tions. Red Kite conservation projects in Spain were implemented 

in the Balearic Islands with a recovery plan for the species, while 
the Andalusia Recovery and Conservation Plan for Necrophagous 
Birds included Red Kite. In addition, several national programs 
(Antidote Program and LIFE+ Poison Project) have been imple-
mented to fight illegal use of poisoned bait, considered the main 
cause of unnatural mortality in Spain.

Castilla y León supports the most important breeding and winte-
ring population of Red Kite in Spain and to achieve the protection 
of the species in this region two projects have been developed 
within the framework of the European Union’s LIFE Program, 
namely, LIFE+ Feeding Scavengers and LIFE Rupis. In addition, 
in 2014, the Junta de Castilla y León in collaboration with the 
Fundación del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León and the EDP 
Renewables Foundation, launched the project called Actuaciones 
para la conservación del milano real en Castilla y León, in order 
to learn about the behaviour and biology of this species, carry out 
studies on certain populations, identify and eliminate the main 
threats, and raise public awareness about the importance of its 
conservation.
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RISK FACTORS THREATENING 
RED KITE SURVIVAL IN EUROPE

Farming and Red Kite

Human activity, mainly farming, has shaped the landscapes of 
the European continent with the reduction, fragmentation or 
elimination of its original habitats. This intense environmental 
transformation, of variable intensity and sustained over centuries 
by social, economic and environmental processes, has had a great 
influence on the populations of many raptors, benefiting them 
in some cases, or contributing to a gradual decline or extinction 
in others.

The increase of the human population in Europe and the develo-
pment of farming alongside towns transformed the environment 
and created new urban and rural habitats which, according to 
some authors, have benefited the population growth of the kite 
species in Europe, the Red Kite (Milvus milvus) and the Black 
Kite (Milvus migrans). Human settlements and farms provided 
kites with an abundance of food such as refuse, domestic animals 
and rodents. In the middle ages Red Kites were described as 
abundant in towns and cities such as London and Paris. Nowa-
days Red Kites are common in some urban environments and 
highly anthropogenic sites such as landfills which offer large 
amounts of food for kites and attract many birds. Black Kite 
is also associated with urban environments, being a breeder in 
some African and Asian cities.

However, it was in more recent decades that farming and its as-
sociated infrastructure had a radical impact in transforming the 
landscapes of most of Europe. The intensification of agriculture 
by mechanisation and the generalised use of biocide chemicals 
that contaminate soil and water have led to a simplification of 
the farming environments and a reduction of natural pastures 
and grasslands, while the industrialisation of livestock farming 
has lead to the loss of small holdings and near disappearance of 
extensive livestock farming. Pesticides or chemical phytosanitary 
products, so frequently used in agriculture to protect crops from 
pests, have had a marked impact on wildlife. For example, syste-
mic pesticides or neonicotinoids are responsible for the loss of 
biodiversity in agricultural systems and their effects have caused 
the decline of many bird species.

Finally, the depopulation of many rural areas in Europe is causing 
intense environmental changes at a large scale. The abandonment 
of agricultural and livestock farms in marginal lands is allowing 
the expansion of forests, and territories that were once cultivated 
or overgrazed are evolving towards more complex environments, 
with a greater presence and density of scrub and woodland. In 
Spain, for example, forest area increased by 34% in the period 
between 1990 and 2016 (World Bank 2021).

Red Kite attacking a group of hens, a painting that depicts 
the bad reputation the species had as a predator of domestic 
animals that justified persecution throughout Europe. 
“Dispersión general”, by Federico Jiménez Fernández, ca. 1883, 
oil on canvas, 120x158 cm, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, 
catalogue number: P005712).
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All processes within the agricultural sector have had important 
consequences for the Red Kite population throughout Europe. 
In Germany, crop land increased in the 1950s at the expense of 
forests and grasslands, which led to a marked increase in the Red 
Kite population. However, changes in agricultural practices led 
to downward trends, which were subsequently offset by a general 
move of the birds towards areas near towns and cities with higher 
food availability (Nachtigall 2008; Nicolai et al. 2017).

Red Kite feeding strategy makes the species especially vulnerable 
to toxic substances. Direct persecution and the use of strychnine 
and other poisons to control predators brought the species to 
the brink of extinction in many European countries during the 
20th century and resulted in possibly one of the worst episodes 
of wildlife loss in Europe.

Birds of prey used to be perceived as vermin by a large sector 
of society, being one of the most persecuted group of animals 
and their extermination was endorsed by institutions such as 
the Spanish Juntas de Extinción de Animales Dañinos y Pro-
tección de la Caza (boards to control vermin for the protection 

Gathering of the two subspecies of oriental Black Kites (Milvus 
migrans govinda and M. m. lineatus) in the Guwahati Landfill, 
Assam (India). Kites take advantage of the food available at 
landfills in many cities. © Tomás Velasco

Breeding pair of the Northwestern Africa subspecies of Black 
Kites (Milvus migrans parasitus) in Dakar city centre (Senegal). 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

The two kite species in Europe (Milvus milvus and Milvus 
migrans) are adapted to highly humanised agricultural 
landscapes where they feed despite the risks. © Carlos Sánchez/
Náyade Nature



312 | The Red Kite. Biology and conservation 

of hunting). Although it is true that all species were targeted 
in this persecution, scavengers were the most affected as they 
are specialised in eating carrion and often have a gregarious 
behaviour around carcasses.

Man-made transformation of the natural environment influen-
ces bird of prey populations.
© Tyto alba
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Poisoning and electrocution, main causes  
of mortality

The European Red Kite Action Plan catalogues the threats to the 
species and emphasises the importance of poisoning as the main 
cause of the decline throughout its range. The authors also highli-
ght, although with less relevance, structural habitat changes, colli-
sions with structures and electrocution as threats (Knott et al. 2009).

The Red Kite is very sensitive to the effects of toxic substances, 
both those used legally to control insect and rodent pests (pesti-
cides, rodenticides) and those used illegally, through the use of 
poisoned baits for predator control. The use of rodenticides to 
eradicate rodents (rats and mice) on farms, landfills or in agri-
cultural fields is one of the main kite killers. In recent decades 
bromadiolone, an anticoagulant chemical, used to control voles 
(Microtus arvalis) in crops, has been the main factor limiting kite 
population growth in Spain and France. 

Some insecticides, designed to combat crop pests, such as carbo-
furan or aldicarb, are often used in poisoned baits. In Hungary, 
the presence of these substances was detected in 85% of the 476 
birds found dead after illegal predator control campaigns between 
2000 and 2015 (BirdCrime database of MME BirdLife Hungary 
2021), and in Spain three quarters (72%) of the poisonings in-
cidents recorded between 2005 and 2010 were caused by these 
products (De la Bodega 2012). Similarly, in northern Scotland, 
40% of the Red Kites that were found dead between 1989 and 
2006 died from poisoning, curtailing the success of the Scottish 
reintroduction (Smart et al. 2010).

The structural changes caused by agricultural and livestock inten-
sification are detrimental to Red Kites because they entail a reduc-
tion in the provision of food and increase the chemical pollutants 
such as pesticides in the environment. Modern agricultural prac-
tices incentivise the increased size of fields, with the consequent 
reduction of boundaries and hedges. Additionally, the loss of local 
crop varieties leads to a simplification of the landscape and its 
ecological impoverishment. The conclusions of a telemetric study 
carried out in Germany (Nachtigall 2008) correlated negatively 
the size of the home range with the diversity of the habitat. The 
home range can serve as an important descriptive element of the 
intrinsic quality of the habitat.

Collisions with power lines and electrocutions are another threat 
to the conservation of many raptors. Red Kites are at high risk 

Two Buzzards (above) and a Red kite (below) electrocuted 
on high-voltage pylons. A power distribution network with 
thousands of kilometres of power lines throughout Europe is the 
cause of the death of tens of thousands of birds by electrocution 
every year when they use the dangerously designed pylons as 
perches. © Tatavasco
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of electrocution in their breeding areas, along migratory routes 
and in winter quarters, due to their size and behaviour. They risk 
being electrocuted when they perch on cross-arms and when in 
contact with the parts of the power line the bird completes the 
electric circuit and gets electrocuted. Collisions occur when the 
birds are in flight and are unable to avoid hitting overhead wires 
resulting in injuries or death. Electrocution causes the death of a 
large number of Red Kites throughout their range and in certain 
populations this has been the main cause of their decline. A study 
in Menorca (Spain), where the species declined dramatically in 
the 1990s, revealed that power line-caused mortality was 48% of 
total deaths, followed by direct persecution (poison and shooting) 
which accounted for 38% of deaths (De Pablo and Pons 1998).

Other causes of mortality:  
collisions and climate change

Other risk factors in Europe are large infrastructure such as mo-
torways, airports or wind farms on mountain peaks that fragment 
ecosystems and pose major obstacles for birds. Wind power leads 
among the renewable technologies by far followed by photovol-
taic or solar thermal, with a spectacular increase of wind farms in 
recent years in countries such as China, the United States, India, 
and, in Europe, especially Germany, the Netherlands, Norway 
and Spain. The impact of renewables on the landscape, fauna and 
flora has been studied extensively, impacting throughout the li-
fespan of the infrastructure, from construction of the facilities, via 
the power lines of energy distribution, within the operative phase, 
to the end when structures are dismantled. The danger of wind 
farms is not constant and depends on several variables such as 
the biology of the species affected, density and behaviour, profile 
of the terrain, weather or even design of the facilities themselves.

Several studies have shown that wind turbines cause high mortali-
ty of many birds and bats when they are hit by their blades during 
migration and winter, being deadly for many species (Ahlén 1997, 
2002; Johnson et al. 2002, 2003; Kingsley and Wittham 2007). 
Among birds, raptors are very sensitive to wind farms, especially 
rupicolous birds, although there is information concerning a wide 
list of species that are affected (Atienza et al. 2011).

The impact of wind farms on Red Kites is well documented in 
central Europe, mainly in Germany, where the largest Red Kite 
population is threatened by the most developed wind farm indus-
try of the continent. Collisions with the blades of wind turbines 

is one of the main risk factors for breeding kites in Germany. 
Unfortunately these kites also encounter wind turbines in their 
annual migrations to southern Europe. On these round trips, the 
birds fly past hundreds of wind farms, many of them on the peaks 
of mountain systems that are unavoidable in order to reach their 
wintering grounds. For many authors, wind turbines are a threat 
and further research is needed to assess the degree of risk they 
pose (Duchamp 2003; Mammen et al. 2009). A study on the Red 
Kite population in Switzerland showed that the more abundant 
and dispersed wind turbines are in the landscape, the more the 
population growth rate decreases. With increasing numbers of 
wind farms, a donor population can become a sink population 
and eventually a declining population (Schaub 2012).

Climate change is another factor to consider, with alterations to 
migratory behaviour and a change of range of many species. This 
is an issue that was discussed at the III International Congress on 
Red Kite held in Valsaín (Segovia, Spain) in December 2018. For 
some authors the expansion and increase of the population in many 
central and northern European countries and its decline in sou-
thern regions are related to climate change (Guerrero et al. 2014). 
Among the information provided, it is interesting to note how in 
recent years some populations in central Europe have become more 
sedentary during the winter months. For example in Switzerland 
the winter population increased from 20-40 birds in the late 1970s 
to 600 recorded at the end of the 20th century, to approximately 
1,500 in 2017-2018 (Aebischer 2009; Bengtsson 2018).

Currently preventing, deterring and mitigating actions to 
reduce bat collisions is being investigated. Páramo de Montes 
Torozos, Valladolid. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti



Threats | 315 

RISK FACTORS THREATENING
SURVIVAL IN SPAIN

Red Kite listed as “Endangered”

The breeding population of Red Kite has suffered one the grea-
test declines among raptors in the 20th century in Spain. As a 
consequence it was included in the list of “Endangered” species 
(Royal Decree 139/2011, of February 4, for the development of 
the List of Wild Species under Special Protection Regime and 
the Spanish Catalogue of Threatened Species). Included in this 
category are species, subspecies or populations whose survival 
is unlikely as long as the primary threats remain in place. This 
alarming decline in turn determined that it was also catalogued 
as “Endangered” in the Red Book of Spanish Birds (Madroño 
et al. 2004), as it is considered to be facing a very high risk 
of extinction in the wild. The main causes of the Red Kite’s 
decline in Spain are related to illegal persecution (poisoning 
and illegal hunting), poisoning by toxic substances in prey, and 
electrocution.

In Spain, poisoned bait to control animals perceived as vermin 
has been documented for more than one century, and it was au-
thorised by the Hunting Law of 1879 until it was derogated in 
1983. Vermin annihilation was promoted by the Boards for the 
Extinction of Harmful Animals throughout Spain, mainly throu-
gh the use of poisoned bait, killing many thousands of predators, 
including birds of prey. Hunting legislation, from its beginnings 
until the middle of the 20th century, covered the elimination of 
harmful animals, among which all birds of prey were included. 
Thus, for example, in the Hunting Law of May 16, 1902, it was 
expressly mentioned that “the mayors will stimulate the perse-
cution of wild beasts and harmful animals, offering pecuniary 
rewards to those who can prove that they have killed them (...) 
head and legs if it was a bird of prey (...) promoting the authorities 
raids and poisoning (...) the rewards for birds of prey and their 
offspring will depend on their size, being higher if it is equal or 
superior in size to the kite” (Peña 1905). In the records of raptors 
killed between 1954 and 1961, about 10,000 Red and Black 
Kites were documented to have been put to death (Garzón 1974; 
Viñuela et al. 1999). Legal protection was imposed for nocturnal 
and diurnal birds of prey in 1966, persecution endorsed by the 
administrations was ended in the first step to cease the killing to 
which these species were subjected during the 19th century and 
first half of the 20th century.

With the enactment of Law 4/1989, of March 27, 1989, on the 
Conservation of Natural Spaces and Wild Flora and Fauna, the 
possession, use and commercialization of all massive or non-selec-
tive methods for the capture or death of animals, and in particular 
poisons, were definitively banned (Article 34). However, in spite of 
the efforts made by some public administrations, NGOs and State 
security forces, episodes of poisoning of predators occur year after 
year across the Spanish countryside. Most of the killings are due to 
bad game keeping management, as the responsible hunting bodies 
blame predators for the low number of game species. Other causes 
of decline are the diseases of the European Rabbit (myxomatosis 
and more recently viral hemorrhagic pneumonia), which in turn 
increased the pressure of birds of prey on other game species. 
According to some authors, the decline in small game species 
such as Red-legged Partridge, Common Quail or even rabbit was 
the trigger for an increase in illegal predator control methods on 
hunting estates which would have influenced the distribution of 
protected species such as the Red Kite (Arroyo et al. 2013).

Mortality by poisoning

Despite extensive legislation both at regional and national level 
concerning the protection of fauna and the prohibition and pe-
nalisation of poisoning, fauna continue to be poisoned frequently 
in the Spanish countryside, causing irreparable damage to endan-
gered species. The report on poisoning in Spain in the period 
1992-2017 (De la Bodega et al. 2020), which is an update of a 
previous by SEO/BirdLife and WWF-Spain (WWF 2008; De la 
Bodega 2014), extensively documents and analyses the impact of 
poisoning on the territories, substances used, how they changed 
in time and where they were sourced, the reasons, and especially 
the impact on fauna with a focus on a few relevant species. The 
mentioned report states that in Spain between 1992 and 2017, 
21,260 animals were confirmed dead by poisoning from ingestion 
of poisoned bait, in a total of 9,700 poisoning episodes (De la 
Bodega et al. 2020). Due to the low detectability of dead animals 
it is assumed that these figures represent only a small percentage of 
reality. Additionally, it should be emphasised that poisoning often 
kills breeding adults and diminishes breeding success, which has 
serious consequences on population dynamics compromising the 
most valuable part of the population.
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Poisoned prey remains or meat waste illegally planted by farmers 
or gamekeepers for the elimination of foxes, wolves, raptors, crows, 
magpies, etc., was and continues to be a great threat. Legal do-
mestic products or illegal substances are used as poison, the most 
widely used being insecticides and rodenticides, both highly toxic. 
Carbamate aldicarb, a pesticide banned in the European Union 
since 2007, is the most popular poison in Spain, found in 40% 
of the known poisoning cases, followed by carbofuran (24% of 
cases), banned since 2008, and strychnine (5% of cases), banned 
since 1994 (De la Bodega et al. 2020).

In a review many references to deaths of birds of prey such as Gri-
ffon Vultures, Black Vultures, Egyptian Vultures, Bearded Vultures 
and Red Kites were found (De la Bodega et al. 2020). According 
to these authors, in the period 1992-2017 a record of 7,406 poi-
soned birds were recorded, from 32 species, of which 20% were 
Red Kites, making them the second most affected species after the 
Griffon Vulture (23%). These figures confirm that the Red Kite 
is one of the birds most sensitive to poisoning episodes and that 

Collection of a dead Red Kite in August 2019 in Portugal, 
poisoned after eating meat with toxic substances. The bird was 
ringed and fitted with a transmitter in a nest in Salamanca in 
June 2019 and found on the roof of a hut, lying next to vomited 
meat remains. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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ingesting poisoned bait is possibly the main cause of unnatural 
deaths in Spain. Another study carried out by the Instituto de 
Investigación en Recursos Cinegéticos (IREC-CSIC), together 
with the University of Oviedo and the Universidad Autónoma de 
Madrid, and in collaboration with the NGOs WWF-Spain and 
SEO/BirdLife, shows the relationship between poisoning and the 
decline of Red Kite breeding pairs after surveying in a 20-year 
period (Mateo-Tomás et al. 2020). The study linked information 
about 1,075 kites suspected to have been poisoned to hundred of 
localities, and found that more than 50% were confirmed to have 
been poisoned with aldicarb and carbofuran, demonstrating that 
increased poisoning of Red Kites led to a decrease of a breeding 
population and increased the risk of local extinction. They also 
highlighted the potential of Red Kite to serve as a sentinel species 
for impact of toxic substances on biodiversity.

The communities of Castilla y León and Andalusia are the Spa-
nish territories with the highest number of fauna poisoning cases, 
the former being the one with the highest number of Red Kites 
killed by poison (Cano 1999). Analysis by species confirms death 
by poisoning of Red Kites in all the provinces of Castilla y León, 
with a total of 809 individuals, which are 55% of the total of kites 
killed by poison across all of Spain (De la Bodega et al. 2020). The 
provinces of Valladolid, Burgos and Segovia (Castilla y León) are 
home to the 12 municipalities with the highest number of cases 
recorded in Spain (Figure 149).

Together with the island of Mallorca, the province of Valladolid is 
one of the areas in Spain with the most wildlife poisoning (De la 
Bodega et al. 2020). For decades, there have been high numbers 
of deaths of protected species due to acute poisoning in many of 
its municipalities, in some with an alarming recurrence. These 

Figure 149. Number of poisoned Red Kites in Castilla y León 
by province in the period 1992-2017 (De la Bodega et al. 2020).
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Poisoning episode in April 2016 in the province of Valladolid 
with 18 Red Kites killed by acute poisoning. 
© Junta de Castilla y León

Spraying of grasslands in June 2019 for locust control in the 
Vitigudino region (Salamanca), an area with an important 
breeding population of Red Kite in Castilla y León. Pesticide 
treatments to combat insect pests in spring can cause 
intoxication of Red Kites during the breeding period. 
© Tomás Velasco
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episodes sadly place Valladolid at the top of the provinces with 
the highest number of Red Kites killed by toxic substances, with 
227 individuals found between 1992 and 2017 (De la Bodega et 
al. 2020). The most recent and dramatic cases were in April 2016 
in the municipality of Velliza resulting in the death of at least 19 
Red Kites, and in August 2020 in the municipality of Wamba with 
at least 3 Red Kites, 76 Black Kites, 2 Buzzards and 1 Hen Harrier 
killed (Junta de Castilla y León unpubl. data).

Anticoagulant rodenticides used for pest control are another im-
portant threat for raptors such as Red Kite through secondary 
poisoning from eating of intoxicated rodents. Between August 
2007 and April 2008, the Spanish government released more than 
1,500 tons of bait treated with rodenticides over some 500,000 
ha of agricultural land to control vole outbreaks, which led to the 
death of many animals. For example, in the community of Castilla 
y León, where there have been several recent outbreaks of voles, 
the Department of Agriculture and Livestock provided hundreds 
of tons of poison to farmers, which caused a high mortality to wild-
life, with the Red Kite population particularly affected (Viñuela 
1996; Bonal and Viñuela 1998; Viñuela et al. 1999).

In addition, pesticides to control insects may be a threat to some 
Red Kite populations. In Spain there are several studies describing 
the negative effect of pesticides, especially organochlorine pestici-
des in Doñana National Park and on the island of Menorca (Jimé-
nez et al. 2007; Gómara et al. 2008). One of the studies looked at 
the effects of locust control in certain regions of Castilla y León. In 
the province of Salamanca, the Red Kite breeding population was 
studied from mid June during the summers of 2018 and 2019, to 
monitor responses to the spraying of several areas, mainly livestock 
pastures, by vehicle and plane, which coincided with the time 
that young Red Kites fledge and could potentially feed on locusts 
(Rico and Velasco 2019, 2020). In this sense, the extinction of Red 
Kite on the Canary Islands is linked, where among other general 
causes, the eradication of a desert locust (Schistocerca gregaria) 
plague using ground baits and aerial spraying during the mid-20th 
century, may well have been the final blow to the already scarce 
Canary Island population (Seminario and Díaz-Delgado 2009).

High risk of electrocution on power lines

Several studies in Spain have shown that accidents with power 
lines are one of the most important causes of human-caused 
mortality in birds. These infrastructures have caused a reduction 

in population of endangered birds of prey such as the Spanish 
Imperial Eagle, Bonelli’s Eagle and Egyptian Vulture. Estimating 
the number of birds that die from this cause in Spain is not strai-
ghtforward given the difficulty of searching for and locating their 
corpses along the network of power lines. However, according to 
estimates by the Spanish Ornithological Society, one million bird 
fatalities could be caused annually by electrocution and collision 
with power lines (SEO/BirdLife 2020).

A recent comprehensive report on bird electrocution in Spain 
provides a detailed analysis of the problem with pertinent infor-
mation, sectors involved, legislation and conservation programs 
for the correction of the cross-arms of pylons (Grefa 2020). Ac-
cording to the data compiled by this report, a total of 12,770 
electrocuted individuals of 75 taxa were recorded in Spain be-
tween 1990 and 2020, with the greatest impact on raptors, 64% 
of the total. The species with the highest number of casualties 
was Buzzard (1,533 birds), followed by Eagle Owl (1,488 birds), 
Common Kestrel (1,288 birds) and Griffon Vulture (1,008 birds). 
7% of the species were catalogued as endangered or vulnerable 
raptors, including 211 Spanish Imperial Eagles, 268 Bonelli’s 
Eagles and 316 Red Kites. It should be noted that according to 
some authors only 15% of corpses are found due to insufficient 
monitoring of dangerous power lines and the disappearance of 
carcasses due to predation by wildlife (Ponce et al 2010; Barrien-
tos et al., 2018).

Red Kites are prone to electrocution as they frequently use 
cross-arms as perches. In Spain, the highest mortalities occur 
in the community of Castilla y León, both because of its large 
area and because it supports the largest breeding and winte-
ring populations of Red Kites in the country. In regions such 
as Tierra de Campos (Palencia, León, Valladolid and Zamora) 
or La Moraña (Ávila), predominantly unforested landscapes 
with an extensive power distribution network, high numbers 
Red Kites are electrocuted mainly in the winter months, when 
thousands of wintering birds are present. During the summer 
months the abundance of potential prey such as wild rabbits 
and voles in some areas attracts immature birds that are at risk 
of electrocution.

Collisions with wires are another risk posed to birds by these 
linear infrastructures. Studies carried out in central Spain esti-
mate 8.2 collisions/month/km with transmission lines, which is 
98.4 birds killed per kilometre of lines per year (Barrientos et al. 
2012). Although some authors point out that collisions do not 
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appear to be such a high risk for Red Kites (Ferrer et al. 1991; 
Viñuela et al. 1999), collision with wires is one of the main causes 
for admission of Red Kites to the Rescue centre of La Alfranca 
(Aragón) (Sánchez et al. 2015).

The proliferation of wind farms, another risk 
factor for Red Kites

The growth of wind power in Spain is in line with the ambitious 
European targets, and in 2019 it became the country which had 
installed the most land-based wind power in Europe, exceeding in 

a single year the capacity in megawatts of the seven preceding years 
(2012-2018; AEE 2021). In addition, Spain is the fifth ranked 
country in the world in terms of installed wind power capacity, 
with a total of 1,265 farms and 21,419 wind turbines by 2020. 
In terms of accumulated wind power, Castilla y León stands out, 
followed by Aragón, Castilla-La Mancha, Galicia and Andalusia. If 
the number of existing wind farms is taken into account, the com-
munity of Castilla y León achieves the highest figures, with 267 
wind farms, followed by Galicia with 179, Aragón with 168 and 
Andalusia with 162 (AEE 2021). Numerous studies describe the 
impact of these infrastructures on birds and bats, with estimates 
of between 6 and 18 million birds and bats killed by the 17,780 
wind turbines installed up to 2011 (Atienza et al. 2011).

The death of Red Kites by collision with wind turbines is fre-
quently mentioned in environmental assessment reports that 

Electrocuted young Red Kite in Ávila province. Electrocution 
causes many Red Kite fatalities. © Javier de la Puente
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owner companies implement. However, no objective figures on 
the number of birds killed exist and the information available is 
scarce, which makes it difficult to assess the number of casualties 
but, coincidently, the admission of Red Kites injured by collisions 
with turbines in wildlife rescue centres (CRAS) of Castilla y León, 
is increasing.

Between 1989 and 2016 there were records of 112 Red Kites in-
jured by wind turbines admitted to rescue centres. Analysis of the 
cause of admissions for the period 2006-2016, when the number 
of wind farms increased, showed that about 13% of the admissions 
were due to injuries by wind turbines, making this threat to kites 
second in terms of causes of admissions, mainly during the winter 
months (October to March) (Línea 2016).

Wind farm installed between the provinces of Salamanca and 
Zamora, in an area of high density of red kites in Castilla y 
León. The proliferation of wind farms in Spanish regions with 
a high presence of red kites is causing the death of numerous 
specimens. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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Carcass of a Red Kite, cut open after colliding with one of the 
blades of a wind turbine in the province of Valladolid. 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Other risk factors causing high mortality

The Red Kite is a vulnerable raptor. From hatching until adul-
thood dangers are encountered daily. In addition to the threats 
mentioned above, there are a number of factors that increase mor-
tality, such as illegal hunting, road traffic accidents, drowning in 
ponds and cattle troughs, or attacks by other predators. There is 
also another set of problems affecting the survival of populations 
such as the loss of nesting habitats due to changes in land use and 
forest management, disturbance during the breeding season, and 
food availability.

Hundreds of Red Kites are shot illegally every year in the name of 
vermin control. The Red Kite´s foraging strategy of low and slow 
prospecting flights increases the vulnerability. In Spain, shooting 
is an important threat mainly during the shooting season (October 
to January) when wintering birds from Central Europe are present. 
Due to its clandestine nature it is difficult to quantify shooting 
but to illustrate the problem, during the winter surveys at roosts 
in 1994, 25 birds were found shot in 500 visits to 268 roost sites, 
which suggests a high mortality rate (Viñuela 2003).

Animal road traffic accidents are common. Many wild and do-
mestic species are killed on roads due to interference with animal 
tracks and feeding territories. In this sense, central reservations, 
ditches and banks alongside roads are areas where vegetation can 
grow and become suitable for rabbits and small rodents to feed 
and dig their burrows. These animals and their predators are 
susceptible to being killed by vehicles. Studies on the mortality 
of raptors on Spanish roads describe that high rates of death of 
birds of prey in road traffic accidents occur in stretches with high 
densities of rabbits or voles (Van der Tempel 1993), with a peak 
of mortality in winter for some species such as the Red Kite, and a 
peak in summer coinciding with the period of chick independence 
(PMCV 1996). Information obtained from transmitters fitted on 
Red Kites in Spain shows that some birds forage on motorways 
and roads in search of roadkill on a daily basis with the consequent 
risk, especially on stretches with heavy traffic. 

Some birds of prey are also hit by trains, although this is a minor 
problem compared to roads.

Disturbance of nests can cause breeding failure especially if it oc-
curs during incubation or during the first day of life of the chicks, 
and this is a particular problem for Red Kites that nest in highly 
humanised areas or in the vicinity of population centres and farms. 
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Other human activities such as forestry, agricultural work, civil 
works and infrastructure repairs, can lead to the loss of nesting 
habitat or the loss of active nests.

It is also worth mentioning the impact of natural predators, which 
can have a significant impact on some specific populations. Red 
Kites, mainly chicks or adults tending nests, can also be victims 
of other predators such as Eagle Owls, Goshawks, Golden Ea-
gles, and Martens or Genets. Predation has a significant impact 
on some populations, and can cause many deaths during breeding 
but also during the remainder of the year affecting birds of all ages. 
Although difficult to quantify, this threat can become a limiting 
factor for the survival of some populations as shown by studies 
in Doñana National Park (one of the last strongholds of Red Kite 
in Andalusia), where the authors emphasise the importance of 
the survival of the non-breeding juveniles in the conservation of 
reduced populations where predation by other animals is high 
(Sergio et al. 2019; Sergio et al. 2021).

The availability of trophic resources is a determining factor during 
breeding and variation in the main food sources can have impor-
tant consequences. As an opportunist and scavenger, Red Kite 
visits to open carcass dumps or muladares and rubbish dumps 
are frequent. A study on the presence of kites in the municipal 
rubbish dump in Palma de Mallorca (Balearic Islands) showed 
high dependence on the site (Viada 1994). During the winter, 
Red Kites are more dependent on human landfills, muladares, 
slaughterhouses and livestock farms to feed. Such is the depen-
dence on these food sources that the redistribution of roosts from 
one winter to another tends to be primarily related to changes in 
the type of waste at these places. Unfortunately this availability of 
food is a threat to many protected species due to toxic products in 
carcasses or contaminated animal remains. Rat eradication cam-
paigns using rodenticides, or the illegal use of poison to control 
other species such as ravens, crows, magpies, foxes or feral dogs, 
have caused the death of Red Kites, Black Kites, Griffon Vultures 
and Black Vultures. For example, at the waste treatment centre in 
Ávila Norte (Castilla y León) there have been several episodes of 
mortality of protected birds due to poisoning, including the death 
of Red Kites and Black Vultures.

In the province of Salamanca, 22 Red Kites, mainly young birds, 
were found to have been run over in a period of 6 years (Blanco 
et al. 2004). © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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Forestry works during spring cause the loss of Red Kite nests 
in some localities. © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Tree felling in the middle of the breeding season causes the loss 
of Red Kite nests. An Oak tree cut in June 2020 in the region of 
Vitigudino (Salamanca) caused the loss of a Red Kite nest with 
two chicks. © Tomás Velasco

Predation of Red Kite nestlings by mammals, or raptors such as Eagle Owls, can have a significant impact on some populations. 
A camera set at a Red Kite nest captured the attack of a Genet being repelled by the chicks, in Ávila. 
© Fundación del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León
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General management of livestock farms has an important influen-
ce on Red Kites due to their dependence on them for food. The 
mad cow disease (Transmissible Spongiform Diseases) crisis 
led to a change in European legislation over the management 
of animal by-products not intended for human consumption, 
which meant important changes to management and economy 
of livestock farms and on food availability for necrophagous 
birds. It should not be forgotten that the high mobility of Red 
Kites throughout Europe may carry health implications as their 
gregariousness can facilitate exposure to pathogens that can be 
transmitted to other wild or domestic animals and lead to disease 
transmission (Höfle et al. 2015).

Eagle Owl found electrocuted next to an electricity utility pole 
in the Lozoya valley (Madrid) carrying a Red Kite in its claws. 
The increase of some predators such as Eagle Owl can be a 
risk factor for some populations of Red Kites. © Iván Rodríguez

Remains of a wintering GPS tracked Red Kite predated by a 
Golden Eagle in Guadalajara. © David Martínez Juana
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The advent of European Rabbit diseases, such as myxomatosis 
and especially rabbit hemorrhagic disease, led to large declines 
in this staple prey for many species. Some studies in Spain hold 
the rabbit decline responsible for the decline in the number of 
breeding pairs of Red Kites (De Pablo and Triay 1996; Villafuer-
te et al. 1997; Arroyo et al. 2013). In addition, the results from 
monitoring a population in Salamanca in the period 2018-2020 
showed comparatively low values of key breeding parameters with 
respect to those of other populations, pointing to the decrease 
in rabbit density in a region where it used to be abundant as a 
probable cause (Rico and Velasco 2020).

Landfills provide abundant food for many bird species, but 
sometimes they also become a threat if toxic products are 
disposed of within them. © Tatavasco

Waste from livestock farms is an important food resource for 
Red Kites. Rodent eradication at these farms (mainly rats) 
is common practice and sometimes a threat to Red Kites. 
Abárzuza, Tierra Estella (Navarra). © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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Wildlife Rescue Centres: key to understanding the 
causes of non-natural mortality in Spain

The main causes of admission to Spanish wildlife rescue centres 
in the period 2003-2012 were poisonings, collisions and electro-
cution (López 2014). Birds of prey are one of the groups with the 
highest number of admissions, mostly Buzzard, Black Kite, Com-
mon Kestrel, Griffon Vulture and Barn Owl. The La Alfranca (Ara-
gón) rescue centre exemplifies information on this subject (Ginés 
2018). Between 1994 and 2017, 572 Red Kites were admitted, 
with electrocution being the main cause (35%). Intoxication was 
the cause in 14% of the cases, a percentage similar to admissions 
by collisions (wind turbines or power lines) and roadkill, while 
shooting and drowning represented 6% of the total.

To assess the relative importance of non-natural causes of mor-
tality in Red Kites in Castilla y León and to identify the areas 
of greatest risk, we reviewed the information available in the 
wildlife rescue centres and in reports of Environmental Moni-
toring Plans of various infrastructures such as power lines and 
wind farms (Line 2016). Between 1989 and 2016, admissions 
of 1,414 Red Kites were recorded in rescue centres, the main 
cause of admission being poisoning (53%). The toxic substances 
involved were almost exclusively insecticides of the carbamate 
family (aldicarb, carbofuran), use and possession of which is 
banned throughout the European Union. This is followed in 
order of importance by accidents with infrastructures or human 

Figure 150. Causes of admission of Red Kites to wildlife rescue 
centres in Castilla y León in 1989-2016 (Line 2016).

Figure 151. Causes of admission of Red Kites in wildlife rescue 
centres of Castilla y León in 1989-2019 (Junta de Castilla y 
León own data).

Table 29. Causes of admission of Red Kites to wildlife rescue 
centres in Castilla y León in 1989-2019 (Junta de Castilla y 
León unpubl. data).

Cause Number of birds  %

Intoxication 761 42.40

Trauma 410 22.84

Electrocution 174 9.69

Collision with wind turbine 151 8.41

Poaching 135 7.52

Starvation 86 4.79

Disease 45 2.51

Collision with power lines 23 1.28

Captivity 10 0.56

Total 1,795 100.00
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activities (35%) which include power lines, wind turbines, road 
traffic accidents and collisions with unknown objects. The rest 
of the deaths are caused by shooting (8%) (figure 150). In the 
analysis of admissions of 1,795 Red Kites to rescue centres in 
the period 1989 to 2019, it is significant that 135 birds had been 
shot (table 29, figure 151; Junta de Castilla y León own data). It 
is worth mentioning that during the last decade, electrocutions 
and deaths by shooting have decreased, but accidents with wind 
turbines have increased substantially.

Examining the seasonality of admission to rescue centres shows 
that, although quite frequent throughout the year, there is a con-
siderable increase during winter, coinciding with shooting pe-
riods (Balmori 2019). The majority of admissions occur between 
February and April, with a pronounced peak in the month of 
March, coinciding with migratory movements of wintering birds 
to their European breeding grounds (Figure 152). Many of the 
birds that die from poisoning from March onwards are part of the 
resident population-both breeding adults and immatures-which 
undoubtedly has a very negative impact on the future of local 
populations. Moreover, in areas with low breeding density, poi-
soning episodes can wipe out the whole population in a few days, 
including breeders and juvenile floaters that would be the future 
of the population and are vital for the conservation of the species.

Figure 152. Phenology of Red Kite admissions in wildlife 
rescue centres of Castilla y León (1989-2016; Line 2016).
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CONSERVATION STATUS 

As of the year 2020, the Red Kite population is not threa-
tened worldwide and listed as “Least Concern” (LC) on 
the Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN 2020), with an 

increasing global population estimate of 60,000-70,000 breeding 
birds. Due to its population decline during the 20th century the 
species was considered “Near Threatened” until 2019.

However, Red Kite is included in Annex II of the Bonn Conven-
tion of 23 June 1979 on the Conservation of Migratory Species 
of Wild Animals (CMS 1979). This annex refers to migratory 
species whose conservation status is unfavourable and which re-
quire international agreements for their conservation, protection 
and exploitation, as well as those whose conservation status would 

benefit considerably from international cooperation resulting from 
an international agreement.

In the European context Red Kite is included in the category of 
“Least Concern” on the European Red List of birds (BirdLife In-
ternational 2021). Since 2020, its European population has been 
increasing.

It is also included in the Annex I of the Directive of 30 November 
2009 (OJEU 2009), which amends the Birds Directive of 1979, 
and must therefore be subject to special conservation measures 
regarding its habitat to ensure survival and breeding within its area 
of distribution. Finally, Red Kite is included in the Annex II of the 

Table 30. Conservation status of Red Kite at different geographic scales.

Población Fuente Categoría Source

World Red List of Threatened Species Least Concern (LC) IUCN 2020

 Bonn Convention Annex II CMS 1979

Europe European Red List of Birds Least Concern (LC) BirdLife International 2021

 Birds Directive Annex I OJEU 2009

 Bern Convention Annex II OJEU 1982

Spain National Catalogue of Threatened Species Endangered MAMRM 2011

 Red Book of Birds of Spain Endangered Viñuela et al. 2021

Autonomous Andalusia Endangered 
communities Aragón Species Sensitive to Habitat Alteration 

 Asturias Not catalogued 

 Canary Islands Endangered 

 Cantabria Endangered 

 Castilla y León Not catalogued 

 Castilla-La Mancha Vulnerable 

 Catalonia Not catalogued 

 Valencian Community Not catalogued 

 Extremadura Endangered 

 Galicia Endangered 

 Balearic Islands Endangered 

 La Rioja Not catalogued 

 Madrid Vulnerable 

 Murcia Not catalogued 

 Navarra Vulnerable 

 País Vasco Endangered 
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Bern Convention of September 19, 1979, on the Conservation of 
European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (DOCE 1982), which 
affords Red Kite the status of a strictly protected species.

In Spain Red Kite is a threatened species, considered as “Endan-
gered” in the National Catalogue of Threatened Species (MAMRM 
2011). In the recent Red Book of the Birds of Spain it is also clas-
sified as “Endangered” (EN, Endangered; Viñuela et al. 2021), 
maintaining its category in the previous red book (Viñuela 2004).

In the Spanish autonomous communities, Red Kite is catalogued 
as “Endangered” in Andalusia, Balearic Islands, Canary Islands, 
Cantabria, Basque Country, Extremadura and Galicia (Viñuela et 
al. 2021), according to their respective regional fauna catalogues; in 

Natural environments are being destroyed and degraded, and 
replaced with intensive farming, poorly planned urbanisation 
and uncontrolled urban sprawl (European Communities 
2008). Biodiversity loss is one of the major problems facing 
the European Union’s environmental policy. © Tyto alba
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Castilla-La Mancha, Madrid and Navarra it is considered “Vulnera-
ble”; in Aragón it is “Sensitive to habitat alteration”, while in the 
rest of the communities it has not been catalogued (Table 30). Red 
Kite only has recovery plans in the Balearic Islands and Andalusia.

CONSERVATION PROGRAMS 
IN EUROPE

Action Plans: a strategy for the protection  
of endangered species

Since nature does not observe national boundaries, the European 
Union has adopted solid legislation to conserve the most impor-
tant habitats and endangered species throughout its territory. In 
this regard, the European Commission adopted a new “Biodiver-
sity Strategy” for the period 2011-2020, which aimed to stop the 
loss of biodiversity and to significantly and measurably improve 
the conservation status in Europe of species and habitats covered 
by the nature protection directives. One of its main objectives was 
that 34% of habitats and 26% of species should have achieved a 
favourable or significantly improved conservation status by the 
end of the strategy. In the case of birds, the target was that 80% of 
species should be stable or improving by 2020.

The Birds (2009/147/EC) and Habitats (92/43/EEC) directives 
on the conservation of wild birds and natural habitats, respectively, 
are at the heart of the European Union’s environmental policy 
aiming to stop biodiversity loss. The directives provide a compre-
hensive framework for the protection of nature in all 27 countries 
and enable Member States to coordinate their efforts to preserve 
threatened species and habitats in their natural range, regardless of 
political or administrative boundaries. The whole process is based 
on scientific criteria, is legally binding and based on ecosystem 
management. The directives propose the creation of an ecologi-
cal network of protected areas, the Natura 2000 Network, aimed 
to preserve about 1,000 rare, endangered and endemic species 
and about 220 natural habitats listed in its annexes. So far, about 
24,000 sites have been included in the network, which in total 
cover almost one fifth of the European territory, and not only help 
the conservation of species but also protect valuable ecosystems 
that provide refuge for many other wild species.

With regards to birds, since 1993 the European Commission has 
supported the development and implementation of Action Plans 

for the 46 most threatened bird species listed in Annex I of the 
Birds Directive. Each plan, prepared by BirdLife International, has 
gone through an extensive consultation process involving scientific 
experts, government agencies and civil society, thus establishing 
European priorities for the conservation of targeted species. The 
ultimate aim is to promote recovery projects for globally threate-
ned birds in Europe, including all the actions considered neces-
sary to meet the objectives set. These plans also provide an inter-
national framework for action and serve as a stimulus to initiate 
a series of projects that contribute to improving the conservation 
status of the different species.

Action Plan for the Conservation of the Red Kite 
in the European Union

The Red Kite was a priority raptor species for the European Com-
mission, both because of the sharp decline of its populations (30% 
decline over a 30-year period; BirdLife International 2015), and 
because the entire global population occurs within its territory. This 
unfavourable situation led to the species being classified as “Near 
Threatened” and incorporated into the conservation programs of 
the European Union. The document “Action Plan for the Red Kite 
Milvus milvus in the European Union” was drafted and approved 
in 2009 (Knott et al. 2009), and has been the reference strategy 
for conservation programs of the species in all member countries.

The Action Plan was commissioned by the European Commission 
in 2007 and drafted by BirdLife International with the collabora-
tion of the RSPB (Royal Society for the Protection of Birds). This 
document synthesised different aspects of the biology of Red Kite 
and listed the main threats and proposed conservation measures, 
and established specific objectives to stop the decline and enable 
population recovery across a large part of its European range.

Among its main proposals were the elimination of the illegal use 
of poisoned baits as a method for predator control, reduction of 
the risk of secondary poisoning in agriculture practices through 
controlling rodent and insect pests, maintenance of suitable bre-
eding, wintering and foraging habitats and, finally, improvement 
of the understanding of the species by better coordinated surveys 
and further research into the impact of veterinary drugs and other 
contaminants.
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Conservation initiatives in Europe

Red Kite is highly sensitive to human activity; however, its oppor-
tunistic and relatively undemanding behaviour, have enabled suc-
cessful recovery of some previously threatened populations.

The main conservation programs undertaken to date have been 
focused on increasing the survival of birds through actions aimed 
at eliminating the main causes of mortality, such as the use of 
toxic substances, electrocution by power lines, and shooting. 
In addition, in countries or territories where the situation for 
Red Kite was critical and it was on the verge of extinction, birds 
were reintroduced by hacking (controlled release of young birds 
from an artificial eyrie) with the intention of establishing new 
breeding populations or bolstering the existing ones. In addi-
tion, as per the European Union Action Plan recommendations, 
some countries such as France, have drafted a national plan for 
the conservation of the Red Kite, which has been re-evaluated 

and updated periodically since 2003 (Plan national d’actions en 
faveur du milan royal 2018-2027; David et al. 2017).

One of the most successful population recovery programs began in 
the United Kingdom in 1989 and was a worldwide milestone in the 
reintroduction of a species close to extinction (Carter and Powell 
2019). Other projects followed, such as in central Italy (Tuscany, 
Marches) and in the Balearic Islands in Spain. After considera-
ble technical, human and economic effort within these projects, 

Red Kite population increases in central and northern European 
countries such as the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Sweden 
and Belgium has resulted in a lowered status concern to “Least 
Concern” (LC) category in the Red List of European Birds 
(IUCN 2020). © Tatavasco
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populations increased in countries such as Sweden, Switzerland, 
the Balearic Islands, Scotland, England or Wales.

Such positive results in European countries led to reclassification of 
Red Kite to “Least Concern” (LC) globally (BirdLife International 
2021), a decision not without controversy as some experts are awa-
re that Red Kite remains very vulnerable and its threats still persist 
in most populations, mainly in southern Europe, where resident 
populations and wintering birds from central Europe merge.

Successful reintroduction of Red Kite in the United 
Kingdom

The Red Kite was once a common species throughout Great Bri-
tain, but declined during the 18th and 19th centuries mainly due 
to direct persecution by poisoning, becoming extinct in Scotland 
and England. At the beginning of the 20th century only a small 
population survived, with less than 10 pairs estimated in remote 
areas of Wales. Protection measures were implemented mainly 
aimed at reducing poisoning, which halted the population decline 
and laid the foundations for the recovery of the species, which 
increased from 52 pairs in 1989 to more than 250 in 2001.

Despite this population increase Red Kites remained restricted to 
Wales. Admitting the Welsh kites were unable to recolonize their 
historical breeding areas in England, in 1989 the Nature Conser-
vancy Council and the RSPB initiated a reintroduction program 
in England and Scotland. After a period of expert advice and su-
pport from IUCN, young Red Kites were released from hacking 
cages after a period of settling at two locations, one in southern 
England and the other in northern Scotland. The chicks came 
from donor populations in Wales, Sweden and Spain, where there 
were a high number of Red Kites. The release method known as 
hacking involves use of constructed wooden aviaries where young 
birds are kept for six to eight weeks before being released. Birds 
were individually tagged with metal rings and with plastic PVC 
wing-tags before release.

The release was very successful, in southern England, for exam-
ple, the population reached 121 pairs in 2001, rising to over 400 
in 2017 (Carter 2019). Similar actions were undertaken in other 
areas of England and Scotland, with the aim of reaching a sustai-
nable level of population in the new areas of action.

At present, the reintroduction process is considered to have been 
completed. Between 1989 and 2003 around a thousand young 

Red Kites were released and achieved the recolonization of their 
entire historical distribution. The population was estimated in 
2018 to be more than 6,000 pairs, which is spectacular and proof 
of the success of the project.

Dozens of wing-tagged Red Kites were released from artificial 
nests in hacking cages at several sites in the UK as part of the 
reintroduction project. © Ian Carter

Gathering of Red Kites at a supplementary feeding station 
(Gigrin Farm, Wales, 29/6/10). The collaboration of livestock 
farmers was key to the success of the reintroduction of Red 
Kites in the UK. © Richard Leonard (“Red Kites at Gigrin Farm” 
por Richard Leonard con licencia CC BY-SA 2.0. Copia de dicha 
licencia en https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/)
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LIFE Eurokite, a transboundary conservation 
project for Red Kites and other raptors

The migratory traits of Red Kites has boosted international coo-
peration with the aim of implementing more effective protection 
of the species. A collaboration of experts and institutions work to 
coordinate actions across the species’ range under the LIFE Euro-
kite project, one of the most ambitious and largest transboundary 
collaborative initiatives in Europe. 

One of the main activities is to identify causes of mortality of Red 
Kites and four other raptors due to human activity. To this end, 
GPS telemetry devices are being used to permanently track in-
dividual birds, so that in the eventuality of death, a protocol for 
locating the body is immediately activated and the cause of death 
investigated as quickly as possible.

LIFE Eurokite actions are carried out in 12 European countries 
and aim to fit 615 Red Kites and 80 other species with GPS 

Young wintering Red Kite fitted with a GPS transmitter in Álava in February 2020 (left; © Javier de la Puente), which did a round 
trip to Germany, and was found dead, possibly poisoned, in Portugal in March 2021, where it was located by the Portuguese police. 
Collaboration of police forces, forestry agents and biologists is essential to understand the causes of death of Red Kites. 
© Alfonso Godino/Amus
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transmitters between 2020 and 2024. LIFE Eurokite project 
partners and other collaborating bodies in the first two years of 
work managed to develop a database with information from more 
than 1,200 GPS tracked Red Kites.

Results from the LIFE Eurokite project will help inform the main 
causes of mortality of Red Kites in Europe, their relative incidence 
and areas with the highest mortality rates, so that solutions can 
be put into action.

CONSERVATION INITIATIVES
IN SPAIN
Law 42/2007 of December 13, 2007, on Natural Heritage and 
Biodiversity, establishes the basic legal regime for the conserva-
tion, sustainable use, enhancement and restoration of natural he-
ritage and biodiversity in Spain. It contemplates the creation of 
the Spanish Catalogue of Threatened Species, which catalogues 
threatened taxa or populations into two categories according to 
risk to their survival: “Endangered” or “Vulnerable”. Endangered 
species must have a Recovery Plan approved within a maximum 
of three years, while vulnerable species must have a Conservation 
Plan approved within a maximum of five years.

In Spain Red Kite, Spanish Imperial Eagle and Bearded Vulture, 
are birds of prey classified as “Endangered”, which means that 
their survival is unlikely unless the causal factors of the current 

situation are removed. Therefore these are priority species for the 
design of Recovery Plans. The main objective of these initiatives 
is the recovery of populations in the short and medium term, and 
for this it is essential to have a precise understanding of the causes 
of the decline in order to neutralise or reduce the decline.

In Spain, a Red Kite Recovery Plan was approved in the Balearic 
Islands, while in Andalusia there was a Recovery and Conser-
vation Plan for Necrophagous Birds that includes Red Kite. In 
addition, several national programs (Antidote Program and LIFE+ 
Poison Project) have been launched to fight against the illegal use 
of poison, which is considered the main cause of unnatural mor-
tality of Red Kite in Spain.

Antidote Program to fight against the illegal use  
of poison

The frequency of deaths of protected species by poisoning in 
the Spanish countryside led several institutions and conserva-
tion organisations to seek solutions and prosecute these illegal 
acts, through the launching in 1997 of the Antidote Program: 
a multidisciplinary body that fights against poisoning through 
coordination, raising public awareness, reporting and monitoring 
of incidents.

One of the program’s greatest achievements has been raising the 
public’s awareness about the problem of wildlife poisoning. All 

Gathering of Red Kites at Las Pichillas feeding station (Binaced, 
Huesca) in January 2021 during storm Filomena. A webcam is 
set in this feeder as part of a public awareness initiative. 
© LIFE Eurokite

Red Kite in flight while a young imperial eagle feeds on carrion 
in the region of La Moraña (Ávila). Red Kite, Spanish Imperial 
Eagle and Bearded Vulture are “Endangered” birds of prey in 
Spain. © Tatavasco
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sectors involved, both public and private, cooperate following re-
commendations and protocols established by this program.

Subsequently, SEO/BirdLife launched the LIFE+ Poison Project 
in 2010, which managed to involve all the autonomous commu-
nities and stakeholders in this goal. Hundreds of environmental 
agents received training across the country and a specialised unit 
was created to combat poisoning. The LIFE+ Poison project 
and the Antidote Program support and complement each other 
in some of their work, such as the creation of the SOS Poison 
Telephone, exerting popular accusation in legal actions, etc.

Under the Spanish Penal Code it is an environmental crime to 
willfully poison bait, with penalties that can reach a prison sen-
tence of four months to two years. In Spain, despite an average of 
more than 500 poisoning incidents of protected species per year, 
just over 65 court rulings have been signed between 2005 and 
2015, leaving most cases unresolved due to difficulty of proving 
responsibility for the crime.

Adult Red Kite killed by poison. Illegal placement of poisoned 
bait is an environmental crime under Spanish penal law.
© Junta de Castilla y León
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Recovery Plan in the Balearic Islands

The goals of the Recovery Plan are to restore and ensure the 
sustainability of the Red Kite population in the Balearic Islands 
by reducing adult and juvenile mortality, by ensuring sufficient 
quality habitat and improving breeding success and genetic va-
riability. In addition, since 2002 the Mallorcan population has 
been reinforced with the release of more than 60 juveniles after 
acclimatisation in hacking cages, with chicks harvested from 
other nests in Mallorca or donated from Spanish rescue centres 
in other regions.

The implementation of the Recovery Plan and associated actions 
have stopped population decline, increased Red Kite numbers 
and restored the historic breeding distribution. The population 
on the island of Mallorca was 10 pairs at the end of the 1990s 
and is now possibly over 100, while in Menorca, 5 pairs in 1998 
increased to more than 50 pairs (De Pablo 2019; Ramos 2020). 
This successful comeback of the species in the Balearics has lowe-
red the threat status.

Red Kite breeding territory in Puig de Santa Magdalena (Inca, 
Mallorca). The breeding population of Red Kites in the Balearic 
Islands has increased, and is currently estimated at more than 
150 pairs in Mallorca and Menorca. 
© Pere García
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Recovery and Conservation Plan  
for Necrophagous Birds in Andalusia

The target species in the Recovery and Conservation of Necro-
phagous Birds of Andalusia are the endangered Bearded Vulture, 
Red Kite and Egyptian Vulture as well as Black Vulture, which 
has vulnerable status in Andalusia. The goal of the project is 
to achieve a population size and conservation status of lower 
concern in the Andalusian Catalogue of Threatened Species. 
The ongoing project informs the current conservation status 
of each species using past and present threats and a planned 
action program. 

Red Kite is one of the most endangered birds in Andalusia, with 
a clearly unfavourable trend, and it has disappeared as a breeder 
from most of the community. A breeding population of less than 
20 pairs is estimated, mainly in the Doñana National Park and 
its surroundings, and another smaller population in the sierras of 
Aracena and Picos de Aroche (Huelva). Recently some isolated 
pairs have also been recorded in Cordoba and Malaga.

Red Kites at the Grefa rescue centre aviary; some birds will be 
released in Andalusia after a stay in hacking cages. 
© Ernesto Xusto/Grefa

Most Andalusian breeding Red Kites are in Doñana National 
Park and its surroundings. © Carlos Sánchez/Náyade Nature
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CONSERVATION INITIATIVES
IN CASTILLA Y LEÓN

Biodiversity Conservation Status Monitoring Plan 
in Castilla y León

The monitoring or follow-up of the state of conservation is es-
sential in order to respond to the Community obligations deri-
ved from Council Directives 2009/147/EEC of 30 November, 
on the conservation of wild birds, and 92/43/EEC of 21 May, 
on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and 
flora. Both Directives require member countries to report to the 
Commission of the European Union on the conservation status 
of the taxa included in Annex I of the Birds Directive, as well as 
the habitats in Annex I and taxa in Annexes II, IV and V of the 
Habitats Directive. 

At national level, Law 42/2007 on Natural Heritage and Biodi-
versity establishes that the autonomous communities will moni-
tor the conservation status of habitat types and species of com-
munity interest, reporting to the Ministry of the Environment 
the conservation actions initiated, assessment of the results and 
proposals of further measures so that the Ministry can periodica-
lly send the European Commission the national reports required 
by the Community Birds and Habitats Directives.

The Plan for Monitoring the Conservation Status of the Biodi-
versity in Castilla y León deals with the proposal of monitoring 
and assessment of the species and habitats of community interest 
in Castilla y León and of those processes which may affect their 
conservation, within the framework of the implementation of the 
management plans for the Natura 2000 Sites. This document 
lays the foundations for monitoring the species and habitats of 
community interest and the ecological processes and threats that 
influence the trends in Natura 2000. In Castilla y León there are 
323 fauna taxa fitting the above categories which are the scope 
of this project.

The main goal of the project is to provide the best possible as-
sessment of the conservation status of species and habitats of 
community interest in the Natura 2000 Network in Castilla y 
León. This evaluation is based on the continuous recording of 
the dynamics of the natural systems under management, so that 
the Monitoring Plan works as a tool for prevention and early 
warning of specific or global changes in the managed systems, 

In 2021 the Junta de Andalucía initiated a reinforcement project 
of the breeding population of Red Kites in the Sierras de Cazorla, 
Segura y Las Villas Natural Park (Jaén), and is considering the 
possibility of extending this initiative to other areas of Andalusia 
in the coming years. The young birds are released from hacking 
cages, with chicks donated from the communities of the Balea-
ric Islands, Madrid and Aragon, and from rescue centres. Since 
September 2021, 35 GPS fitted Red Kites have been released 
in Andalusia.
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improving in turn the knowledge of these systems by generating 
new information. In addition, it must be an early warning of si-
tuations regarding species or habitats that could become critical 
in the future, revealing these processes before they accelerate and 
demographic collapse or decline in area of distribution becomes 
irreversible. In this way, the ultimate goal is to improve the ma-
nagement process and the effectiveness of decisions related to 
management of species and habitats of community interest, in 
order to ensure their maintenance in a correct state of conserva-
tion. Another objective of this monitoring program is to provide 
quantitative data for the preparation of the six-yearly reports in 
compliance with the Birds and Habitats Directives.

The Monitoring Plan makes it possible to determine the area of 
occupation and the size of the wintering and breeding popula-
tions of Red Kites by collecting data in coordinated surveys and 
aiming for homogeneous coverage in all provinces annually. In 
this way, population change data is available and its conserva-
tion status assessed, so appropriate management decisions can be 
made regarding population and distribution trends in the short 
and long term.

The Consejería de Fomento y Medio Ambiente is in charge of 
coordinating and carrying out such monitoring, in which environ-
mental agents, environmental wardens and technical officers from 
the Territorial Environmental Services participate, together with 
the support of technical staff of the Fundación del Patrimonio 
Natural de Castilla y León.
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Castilla y León, home to largest population of Red 
Kite in the Iberian Peninsula

National and regional Red Kite surveys carried out in the period 
1994-2014 in the community of Castilla y León have provided 
extensive and valuable information on their distribution and po-
pulation trend. The last national survey in 2014 helped inform the 
conservation status of the species and confirmed, once again, the 
relevance of Castilla y León for Red Kite in the Iberian Peninsula, 
supporting half of the breeding and wintering populations-reaffir-
ming the responsibility for Castilla y León, nationally and in the 
European context.

Red Kite declined dramatically (50%) in the region between the 
surveys of 1994 and 2008, with a significant reduction in occu-
pied area in most provinces. This unfavourable situation led to 
the implementation of several conservation initiatives to reverse 
the trend, such as “Actions for the conservation of the Red Kite in 
Castilla y León” and the project “LIFE+ Feeding Scavengers”. 
The conservation of Red Kite also benefited from the “LIFE Ru-
pis: conservation of Egyptian vultures and Bonelli’s eagles in the 
Duero valley” project.

The project “Actions for the conservation of the Red Kite in Castilla 
y León” was promoted in 2014 by the General Directorate of Na-
tural Environment (Ministry of Development and Environment) 
through the Natural Heritage Foundation of Castilla y León, with 
the collaboration of the company EDP Renovables and the EDP 
Foundation (Energías de Portugal). Between 2015 and 2020, ac-
tions involved increasing the understanding of Red Kite biology, 
population and distribution, which are key to future management 
measures for the species (see project section).

LIFE+ Feeding Scavengers was co-funded by the European 
Union through the LIFE+ program, with the participation of the 
CBD-Habitat Foundation, the Regional Ministry of Development 
and Environment and the Natural Heritage Foundation of Castilla 
y León. It was developed between 2014 and 2018 throughout the 
area of interest for the Black Vulture in Castilla y León, and other 
scavengers of community interest, such as Red Kite and Egyptian 
Vulture (Figure 153). Its goal was to improve the natural condi-
tions of foraging areas of these species, and to restore a natural 
food supply through the year and across the region (Fundación 
CBD-Hábitat 2018). In addition, awareness-raising campaigns 
were developed to inform the public about the Protection Zones 
for the Feeding of Necrophagous Species of Community Interest 
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(ZPAEN) in Castilla y León, featuring designated areas expressly 
declared by Regional Ministry for wildlife conservation where 
scavengers are allowed to feed in livestock farms (Decree 17/2013, 
of May 16).

LIFE Rupis was a cross-border conservation project co-funded by 
the European Union through LIFE funds, for the conservation of 
Egyptian Vulture and Bonelli’s Eagle in the Douro Valley between 
2015 and 2019. Its scope of action covered Portuguese and Spa-
nish territory, specifically the protected areas of Douro Interna-
cional, Águeda river valley and Arribes del Duero (ZEC Arribes 
del Duero and SPA Arribes del Duero). Its objectives included 
implementing actions aimed at reinforcing Egyptian Vulture and 
Bonelli’s Eagle populations in the Duero valley, from which Red 
Kite and Black Vulture benefited. The actions included reducing 
nest disturbance and adult mortality, increasing food availability, 
increasing habitat quality through the implementation of good 
agricultural and grazing practices, and engaging farmers into good 
practices.

Figure 153. Geographical scope of the LIFE+ Feeding Scavengers 
project in Castilla y León. All direct conservation actions were 
carried out within the Natura 2000 Network, in 26 Special 
Protection Areas for Birds (SPAs) in the provinces of Salamanca, 
Ávila, Valladolid, Segovia, Burgos and Soria (Fundación CBD-
Hábitat 2018).
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Finally, the Junta of Castilla y León is working to reduce bird mor-
tality from electrocution by dangerous power lines, thanks to the 
approval at the session of the Sectoral Conference on the Envi-
ronment on April 14, 2021 of the criteria for the distribution and 
territorial distribution of credits relating to the application of Royal 
Decree 1432/2008, of August 29. With a budget of 60,000,000 
euros, these actions are included in the Recovery and Resilience 
Mechanism within Component 4 of the Recovery, Transformation 
and Resilience Plan (PRR): “Conservation of terrestrial and marine 
biodiversity”. The beneficiaries of these lines of financing are the 
Autonomous Communities, although the final beneficiaries may be 
public or private entities as well as the private owners of the power 

lines that are the object of the actions. A total of €13,772,763 
have been allocated for Castilla y León, and the regional admi-
nistration has set the target of correcting 4,591 electricity pylons. 
With the same objective, the Junta de Castilla y León, through the 
Directorate General for Natural Heritage and Forestry Policy, had 
published in 2020 Instruction 5/FYM72020 of 3 August for the 
monitoring and reduction of unnatural mortality of birdlife cau-
sed by dangerous electrical infrastructures, within the framework 
of the Biodiversity Conservation Status Monitoring in Castilla y 
León. This Instruction established the guidelines, administrative 
procedures and standardised models, both for record keeping of 
unnatural mortality and correcting the cause of the mortality.

The farms that joined the LIFE+ Feeding Scavengers project 
overall accounted for a herd of almost 140,000 heads in an 
extensive regime of more than 500,000 ha of pasture (Fundación 
CBD-Hábitat 2018). © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

From the year 2021 hazardous power lines have been modified 
or corrected to ensure bird safety as per Royal Decree 
1432/2008. This action will prevent the death by electrocution 
of dozens of Red Kites in the community of Castilla y León. 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti (above) and Tatavasco (below)
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As part of the EDP (Energías de Portugal) Group’s environ-
mental policy, a commitment to conservation of nature in lo-
cal communities is of vital importance within the company’s 
biodiversity management strategy.

Accordingly, EDP Renováveis (EDPR), through the EDP 
Foundation and in collaboration with the Castilla y León 
Patrimonio Natural Foundation, has carried out a series of 
environmental initiatives to support the conservation of fauna 
and flora in territories where it operates. EDPR’s commit-
ment to biodiversity in these areas is one of the company’s 
fundamental pillars, and it is particularly pleased to have the 
opportunity to work collaboratively with institutions to fur-
ther protect wildlife surrounding its facilities.

Within this framework of collaboration between the Junta de 
Castilla y León and the energy company EDP, the project of 
Actuaciones para la conservación del milano real en Castilla 
y León (Actions for the conservation of the Red Kite in Castilla 
y León) was launched in 2014. 

A better understanding of the biology of the species and the 
threats that caused the decline in Castilla y León are among 
the aims of the project. In addition, there was a public awa-
reness and engagement campaign on the species.

GPS tracking of Red Kites

GPS telemetry devices were used to track several birds and 
improve understanding of their biology and spatial ecolo-
gy. The technique is a valuable tool for zoological research, 
allowing accurate location of birds within metres at any mo-
ment, as long as the tags receive sufficient sunlight to charge 
the battery.

Project Actions for the conservation of the Red 
Kite in Castilla y León
A joint partnership of Castilla y León  
and the EDP Group
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One of the main actions of the project “Actions for the 
conservation of the Red Kite in Castilla y León ‘’ was GPS 
tagging to learn about the biology and spatial ecology of the 
species. © Tatavasco (left and above) 

Above. Scientific marking of two chicks with GPS-GSM 
transmitters in a nest in the province of Ávila in June 2018. 
Health checks, parasite and blood sampling and ringing and 
GPS fitting is carried out by qualified personnel. 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Below. Ringing and fitting of GPS transmitter on a breeding 
adult Red Kite in the province of Burgos in May 2016. The 
GPS-GSM transmitter models used were “SAKER-4L 20 g” 
from the company Ecotone and “OrniTrack-25” from Ornitela. 
The device is fitted to the bird’s back with a thoracic harness. 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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In the period 2015-2020, 28 Red Kites were GPS tagged in 8 
provinces of Castilla y León (Figure 154), both breeding adults 
(6 birds) and nestlings (22 birds). The devices used were of the 
GPS-GSM type so birds can be monitored without further dis-
turbance. The devices record precise fixes (maximum error of 
18 m) that are communicated to the scientist via mobile phone 
and Internet.

By carrying out this research we have been able to gather a wealth 
of information on the local, dispersive and migratory movements, 
and on the use of the habitat, foraging and factors affecting non-na-
tural deaths (Figure 155), which we have analysed extensively in 
previous chapters of this book.

Figure 154. Locations where Red Kites were fitted with GPS 
transmitters in the period 2015-2020 in the Community of 
Castilla y León.
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Monitoring the breeding population

In order to understand the conservation status of Red Kite po-
pulations in Castilla y León, monitoring including surveys in 
particular areas of high density (Salamanca and Zamora) and 
low density (Burgos, León, Palencia, Valladolid and Zamora) 
were carried out (Figure 156). Nine regions were selected based 
on the results of the first national survey (Viñuela et al. 1999), 
where territories and nests were searched for from vehicle-ba-
sed transects in UTM 10x10 km grid squares. In addition, the 
area of “Melojares del Noroeste” in Salamanca, with one of the 
highest breeding densities of Red Kite in Spain, was monitored 
intensively for three years (2018-2020). The results of this work 
on the biology and the ecology of the species are discussed in 
the Breeding chapter of this book. This information has been 
helpful to understand the precise status and trend of Red Kite in 
the provinces of Castilla y León.

Feeding study

A literature review and an analysis of feeding studies available in 
Spain is discussed in the Feeding chapter of this book. The diet 
of Red Kites has also been studied from footage from two nest 
cameras in the province of Ávila. 

Causes of non-natural mortality

Information regarding the cause of admission of Red Kites into 
wildlife rescue centres of Castilla y León between 1989 and 2016 
has been used to understand the causes of non natural deaths and 
to identify risk areas. In addition, data from reports of Environ-
mental Monitoring Plans available in the Territorial Environmental 
Services were included. The main causes of death of Red Kites 
were investigated, especially anthropogenic issues and areas invol-
ving illegal use of poisoned baits to control predators.

Measures to enhance and increase food availability

The livestock sector and farm owners received information 
and advice about controlled abandonment of carcasses in the 
open within Protection Zones for Feeding of Avian Scavengers 
(ZPAEN) in the provinces of Burgos, Palencia, León and Za-
mora. Awareness was raised about the importance of extensive 
livestock farming for many protected species, and the need to 
support this activity for the conservation of Red Kite populations 
(Figure 157).

Experimental feeding stations with camera traps were set up in 
areas with high density (Zamora) and low-density (Burgos, León 
and Palencia). Finally, improvement works were carried out at the 
open air dump or muladar at Batuecas-Sierra de Francia Natural 
Park with a new observatory, visitor centre and webcams for the 
public to be able to enjoy watching birds.

Figure 155. Movements of GPS-tracked Red Kites in the period 
2015-2020 in Castilla y León.
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Figure 156. Regions where Red Kite breeding populations 
were monitored in Castilla y León in the period 2015-2020.
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Raising public awareness

Public awareness and engagement campaigns were included in the 
project, targeting local residents, schools, and people who may be 
involved in the conservation of Red Kites in 21 towns (figure 158). 
Presentations were given by experts during the springs of 2017 
and 2018, including promotional material about Red Kites for the 
general public such as posters about the biology and conservation 
of the species (figure 159).

Extensive livestock farms are a source of food for several 
threatened raptors. The project for the conservation of 
scavenging birds aims to facilitate the abandonment of animal 
carcases in the open within some areas of Castilla y León. 
Arribes del Duero Natural Park, Fariza (Zamora). 
© Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

Adult Red Kite feeding two 40-day old chicks in a nest 
monitored by camera in the province of Ávila during a study 
of chick diet and growth. © Fundación del Patrimonio Natural 
de Castilla y León

Figure 157. Talks to the general public were given in many 
towns to raise awareness of the importance of extensive 
livestock farming to increase food availability for Red Kites.
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Promotion of the project

During the execution of the project, the team dedicated to gathe-
ring the information and project managers attended international 
congresses on Red Kite held in Binaced (Huesca, 30 October-1 
November 2015) and in Valsaín (Segovia, 3-5 December 2018). 
Both congresses had large national and international participation 
by experts in Red Kite biology and by representatives from the 
administrations responsible for management and conservation of 
this bird of prey.

Figure 158. Towns targeted in the awareness raising campaign 
in Castilla y León.
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Figure 159. Educational brochures and printed material raising awareness about conservation of Red Kite.

Supplementary feeding stations were set up in the vicinity 
of breeding territories and monitored by camera traps. Two 
sibling Red Kite fledglings at the feeder in Burgos. © Fundación 
del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León

Red Kite talk at the Plenary Hall of the Town Hall of Toro 
(Zamora). © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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A presentation was given at the II International Red Kite Sym-
posium held in Binaced in 2015, complemented by a report and 
participation in round table discussions (Figure 160) where the 
Fundación del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y León addressed 
the status and trends of the species in Europe (De la Puente 
and De la Torre 2015). Similarly the results of the project were 
shared at the congress held in Valsaín (Segovia) as presentations 
and participation in different working groups.

Engaging with students at Reyes Católicos school in Madrigal 
de las Altas Torres (Ávila) during a talk about Red Kites. 
© Tatavasco

The results of the project were presented at various international 
congresses. II International Red Kite Symposium held in 
Binaced (Huesca) in 2015. © Rafael Ventosa

PROGRAMA DE CONSERVACIÓN DEL

MILANO REAL EN CASTILLA Y LEÓN

Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti

y Francisco Jiménez

Fundación Patrimonio Natural

de Castilla y León

A N T E C E D E N T E S

La comunidad autónoma de Castilla y León alberga la 

población reproductora e invernante de milano real 

más numerosa de la península Ibérica. Estos resulta-

dos otorgan a esta Comunidad una gran relevancia y 

responsabilidad en la conservación de la especie tanto 

en el ámbito nacional como en el contexto europeo. 

Esta rapaz ha experimentado un importante declive de 

su población reproductora en la península Ibérica du-

rante las dos últimas décadas lo que ha supuesto su 

inclusión como especie “en peligro de extinción” en el 

Catálogo Español de Especies Amenazadas. Esta nueva 

catalogación hace necesario que las Comunidades Au-

tónomas que cuentan con poblaciones reproductoras 

tengan la obligación de redactar y aprobar un plan de 

recuperación para la misma y emprender las medidas 

pertinentes para revertir la tendencia decreciente de 

sus poblaciones.

ACCIÓN 1: AMPLIAR EL CONOCIMIENTO 

DE LA BIOLOGÍA DE LA ESPECIE. 

Actuación 1: Marcaje científico de ejempla-

res de milano real.
El objetivo ha sido marcar ejemplares con 

emisor GPS/GSM pertenecientes a la pobla-

ción reproductora. En total han sido marca-

dos cuatro ejemplares, tres adultos y un 

pollo, en las provincias de Ávila, Valladolid y 

Zamora. En el mes de octubre tres de los 

cuatro ejemplares marcados emiten con nor-

malidad mientras que el cuarto ejemplar, el 

único pollo marcado en la Comunidad, ha 

sido encontrado muerto a los cuatro meses 

de su marcaje en la zona a donde se había 

desplazado desde el área de su nacimiento 

sin conocerse las causas. 

Actuación 2: Colocación de una cámara de 

video.
Se pretende por un lado conocer por medio de 

la grabación de imágenes diferentes aspec-

tos de la ecología de la especie en el periodo 

reproductor y, por otro, proporcionar imáge-

nes que sirvan de difusión a la sociedad de 

una especie catalogada en extinción que ne-

cesita una protección y conservación inme-

diata.
Actuación 3: Elaboración de cartografía 

sobre la distribución, población, tendencia, 

conservación, etc.

ACCIÓN 2: FAVORECER LA DISPONIBILIDAD 

DE RECURSOS TRÓFICOS

Con el fin de contribuir a la conservación de 

las aves silvestres se aprueba el Real Decre-

to 1632/2011, de 14 de noviembre,  por el que 

se regula la alimentación de determinadas 

especies de fauna silvestre con subproductos 

animales no destinados a consumo humano, 

y que traslada al marco normativo nacional la 

legislación europea dictada desde 2009 a 

este respecto.
Algunas Comunidades Autónomas han desa-

rrollado y aprobado normativa autonómica 

específica para regular la alimentación de 

las aves rapaces necrófagas, adaptando la 

normativa europea y estatal a las particulari-

dades locales y, sobre todo, detallando la 

gestión de los muladares.

La aprobación del Decreto 17/2013, de 16 de 

mayo por el que se desarrolla en Castilla y 

León el uso de determinados subproductos 

no destinados al consumo humano para la 

alimentación de especies necrófagas de inte-

rés  comunitario, ha supuesto un cambio muy 

favorable para las aves carroñeras. En este 

decreto se delimita el área de actuación en 

las zonas de protección para la alimentación 

de especies necrófagas de interés comunita-

rio (ZPAEN) en Castilla y León. 

Con el fin de cumplir el objetivo de esta 

acción se pondrán en marcha las siguientes 

actividades:
Actuación 1: Programa de información y 

asesoramiento dirigido a propietarios de ex-

plotaciones ganaderas y otros colectivos 

para facilitar el abandono de cadáveres en el 

campo (ZPAEN). 
Esta acción está dirigida para complementar 

el Proyecto LIFE " Alimentación de Aves Ca-

rroñeras (Life Feeding Scavengers)". El 

ámbito de la acción serán los términos muni-

cipales incluidos en la ZPAEN con presencia 

de milano real de las provincias de Burgos, 

Palencia, León y Zamora. 

Actuación 2: Diseñar un modelo de punto de 

alimentación específico para el milano real.

Su diseño y construcción podría considerarse 

un ejemplo piloto experimental, pudiéndose 

trasladar el modelo a otros puntos de la Co-

munidad Autónoma. El objetivo prioritario es 

el de proporcionar alimento al milano real en 

comarcas en las que se haya comprobado una 

escasez de alimento y dar apoyo a poblacio-

nes marginales o que hayan reocupado en los 

últimos años. 
Actuación 3: Puesta en funcionamiento de 

puntos de alimentación específicos para 

milano real.
Los puntos de alimentación se pondrán en 

marcha con medios propios y el apoyo técni-

co necesario que garantice su seguimiento y 

eficacia. Podrán ser móviles de unas zonas a 

otras dependiendo de la época del año y los 

resultados obtenidos. Para ello se establece-

rán acuerdos con granjas o mataderos de ani-

males que suministren los restos de anima-

les destinados a los puntos de alimentación. 

Actuación 4: Mejoras de muladares existen-

tes en espacios protegidos con interés para 

el milano real. 
La provincia de Salamanca acoge algo más de 

la mitad de la población reproductora e inver-

nante de milano real en Castilla y León por lo 

que las principales actuaciones se llevarán a 

cabo en esta provincia.

Actuación 5: Equipo de almacenamiento y 

transporte de animales muertos.

Para facilitar los trabajos de transporte y al-

macenamiento de los restos de los animales 

desde las explotaciones a los puntos especí-

ficos de alimento está previsto la compra de 

arcones congeladores y de remolques.

ACCIÓN 3: DISMINUIR LA MORTANDAD 

NO NATURAL 
Actuación 1: Determinar la mortandad 

de milano real por envenenamientos, caza 

ilegal, tendidos eléctricos y los aeroge-

neradores. 
- Elaboración de un documento que recoja la 
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PROPUESTA DE ACCIONES
información disponible sobre  la incidencia 

de estas amenazas en el territorio de Castilla 

y León. Este trabajo servirá para determinar 

las zonas de mayor mortandad de ejemplares 

y sus causas. 
Actuación 2: Protocolo de recogida, compra 

de materiales y análisis de fauna protegida 

por envenenamiento.

ACCIÓN 4: SENSIBILIZAR A LA SOCIEDAD

Se plantean una serie de actuaciones dirigidas 

a la sensibilización y educación ambiental en 

colegios, población local y a los colectivos im-

plicados en la conservación de esta especie 

(agricultores, ganaderos y cazadores).

ACCIÓN 5: FORMAR A LOS COLECTIVOS 

DIRECTAMENTE IMPLICADOS EN LA 

CONSERVACIÓN DE LA ESPECIE

Actuación 1: Organización de una Jornada 

técnica sobre biología y conservación del 

milano real en Castilla y León.

Actuación 2: Jornadas formativas sobre el 

protocolo a seguir en el caso de envenena-

mientos de fauna con especial atención sobre 

el milano real.

ACCIÓN 6: DAR VISIBILIDAD

AL PROYECTO 
Finalmente, la visibilidad es el hecho de 

hacer que el proyecto sea "visible", o sea, 

perceptible a los demás, a través de acciones 

de publicidad, información y comunicación. 

Se propone la elaboración de una página WEB 

sobre el milano real y una monografía sobre 

el milano real en Castilla y León. 

Figura 4. Distribución de los dormideros de milano real en 

Castilla y León en invierno de 2013-2014 (Fuente: Molina, 2015).

Figura 1. Distribución de la población reproductora de  milano real en cuadrículas UTM 

10x10 km en Castilla y León (Fuente: Sanz-Zuasti, 2014).

Figura 2. Evolución del número mínimo 

de parejas reproductoras estimadas de 

milano real en Castilla y León (Fuente: 

Viñuela et al., 1999; Iberis, 2002; Cardiel, 

2006; Iberis, 2008; Sanz-Zuasti, 2014).

Figura 3. Evolución del número de 

ejemplares invernantes de milano real en 

Castilla y León. Fuente: Molina, 2015.
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E S T R A T E G I A S

La Fundación EDP y la Fundación Patrimonio Natural han firmado en 2015 un convenio de colabora-

ción para desarrollar un programa de actuaciones  cuyas líneas estratégicas son las siguientes:

A. Ampliar el conocimiento de la biología del milano real. Para emprender medidas de gestión es 

prioritario poner en marcha estudios que permitan conocer los movimientos locales, dispersivos y 

migratorios de la especie, el uso que hace del territorio, la disponibilidad de recursos tróficos y los 

factores de mortalidad no natural.

B. Emprender actuaciones que favorezcan e incrementen la disponibilidad de alimento. 

C. Determinar y minimizar las causas de mortalidad no natural de la especie asociadas a envenena-

mientos, caza ilegal, electrocución/choque con líneas eléctricas y aerogeneradores. 

D. Incrementar la vigilancia y minimizar las molestias durante el periodo reproductivo y durante su 

estancia en los dormideros invernales.

E. Desarrollar un programa de divulgación y sensibilización dirigido a los diferentes colectivos sociales.

F. Dar visibilidad al proyecto.

Figure 160. Poster presentation of the project at 
the II International Red Kite Symposium held in 
Binaced (Huesca) in 2015.
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Promotion of the project in the media

The Red Kite conservation project has been promoted through 
several press releases. To this end, press conferences have been 
called with the media involving participation of the Junta de Cas-
tilla y León, the Fundación del Patrimonio Natural de Castilla y 
León and the company EDP.

Press conference by Director General of Medio Natural, José Ángel Arranz, joined by the EDP Renováveis delegate for Castilla 
y León, David Abascal, at the presentation of the project “Actions for the conservation of the Red Kite in Castilla y León” 
(November 2015). © Joaquín Sanz-Zuasti
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