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Preamble 
 
It is with great sadness that we report the death of Ms. Halimatou Amadou, only a few weeks after 
her involvement in the Saker Falcon project in Niger.  Halimatou was a student at the Université 
Abdou Moumouni in Niamey.  To help locate the Saker Falcon Dorottya and her tracking device, 
Halimatou took time off from her thesis research on bats at Tessaoua, not far from Zinder.  A few 
weeks after having found Dorottya Halimatou became ill, one of the victims of an encephalitis 
epidemic in the region where she worked.  She passed away in hospital twelve days later.  Our 
thoughts are with her parents and other family, who have lost such a promising young daughter, 
sister and relative. 
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Summary 
 
Late October 2009 the satellite-tracked Saker Dorottya from Hungary arrived in Niger.  She spent 
most of the following four months 50-25 km NNE of Zinder (roughly 14.00 N 9.00 E).  The areas 
were she stayed are mostly quite flat coversands.  Local rainfall averages 300-400 mm/yr.  The 
main crop is the grain crop millet, grown by Haussa farmers.  The other main land use is 
pastoralism, carried out primarily by Peul families. 

From 7-16 February field work was carried out to investigate her behaviour and ecology in 
that area.  She was observed twice.  One regurgitation pellet and one plucking remains were 
found.  Twenty km of power line were walked, and 25 prey-and-vegetation transects of about 2 km 
each.   

The pellet contained remains of a beetle or beetles and of birds.  No mammal hairs were 
found.  The plucking remains may have been of a chicken.  The local vegetation structure proved 
to be very open, with less than 20 trees/ha.  The area were Dorottya stayed the first two months, 
around Dania, still contained some more or less natural habitat.  Where she stayed the second two 
months, around Toumnia, all had been converted to millet fields  A third area, 70 km further south-
west, were she stayed only one night, had more trees (70 trees/ha) but was also mostly millet 
fields  Local bird biomass observed varied from 1 to 2.5 kg per km of transect.  Grasshopper 
presence and reptile presence were low, mammal hole presence was not very high either.  
Comparison with habitats and prey availability in areas in Europe would be of interest. 

The main danger to Saker appears to come from boys with slingshots and from local 
hunters.  On the other hand birds like the Saker are seen as bringing good luck, and as useful in 
controlling birds and rodents that may attach millet crops.  These aspects may be entry points for a 
conservation campaign for Saker and other raptors. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Saker Falcon (Falco cherrug) is a threatened species in its breeding range in Hungary and 
Slovakia.  To better know what threats it faces during migration, a number of Saker Falcons in 
Hungary and Slovakia have been fitted with satellite-tracking devices in the context of an EU LIFE 
project.  One of these birds, a female called Viera from Slovakia, spent much of the winter of 2008-
2009 in southern Niger, near Madaoua (14º N, 6º E) and Birni N’Konni (14º N, 5º E).  A second 
female, Dorottya, spent most of the winter of 2009-2010 also in southern Niger, but further east 
and largely in an area some 150 km north of Zinder, at approximately 14º N, 9º E (Fig.1; see also 
the front cover).  
 
In the Sahel, the Saker is a rare dry season visitor from Europe. Thiollay saw this species on only 
three occassions during a six year period of intensive raptor surveys in West Africa (Mauritania-
Nigeria) in the late 1960’s, early 1970’s (Thiollay 1977, 1978) , and on two occasions during similar 
surveys in 2002 and 2003 (Thiollay pers. comm. 2010).  The species is very rarely observed in 
northern Cameroon, mentioned only by Vielliard (1971) and Thiollay (1978) in the 1970s and not 
observed by Scholte et al. (1999) in the 1990s.  During four years in north Cameroon Ralph Buij 
(pers. comm. 2010) only saw Sakers on two occasions, in October and December 2006.  One bird 
was present for several days in Waza NP and another one near Maroua.  The very few published 
records of Saker for the region suggest that Sakers are probably more easily mistaken for Lanners 
than the other way around.   
 
For the Saker Falcon project it was important to know more about Saker Falcon wintering ecology 
in the Sahel, and the threats the species faces there.  To this purpose a small project was 
developed in February 2010 in the region were Dorottya was wintering.  The project was carried 
out by Housseini Issaka of the Sahara Conservation Fund, based in Niger, supervised by dr. Joost 
Brouwer of Brouwer Envir. & Agric. Consultancy, based in The Netherlands.  Logistical support 
was provided by the Antelopes of the Sahara and the Sahel Project in Niger (http://www.ass-
niger.org/).  The ASS project is managed by the Sahara Conservation Fund and the Nigerien 
Ministry of Environment.   
 
The objectives of the Saker Falcon research in Niger were to 
 
1. look for, and if possible observe, the tagged falcon 
2. describe the landscape, land use categories, and habitats 
3. estimate the potential prey presence in the area 
4. evaluate threats to, and promote conservation of, raptors in general and Saker Falcon in 

particular; primarily through discussions with local people and awareness raising 
 
All the fieldwork was carried out by HI, under the supervision of JB.  In this report the results of the 
field research are presented.  HI wrote the first version of the report, which was translated into 
English, edited and added to by JB. 
 

 
2. METHODS 
 
2.0 Whereabouts of Dorottya and locations of fieldw ork 
 
Fig. 1A and 1B show the whereabouts in Niger of Dorottya during late October 2009 – mid 
February 2010, mostly 20-80 km NNE of Zinder.  Table 1 shows night roosting sites of Dorottya. 
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Fig. 1A   The most north-easterly concentration of purple is the Dania area, where Dorottya  was Oct-Dec 
2009.  The placemark is at Toumnia, the area where Dorottya was Jan-Feb 2010. 

 

 
 
Fig.1B   The south-westerly points (13.45 N, 8.69 E) are where Dorottya roosted 12-13 February. 
Information from EU LIFE project ‘ Conservation of Saker (Falco cherrug) in the Carpathian Basin’. 
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Date Time o N o E 
21-22 Jan 0:52 14.00717 9.04050 
24-25 Jan 5:06 14.00317 9.01283 

31 Jan -1 Feb 20:08 14.00617 9.03350 
3-4 Feb 20:39 14.00717 9.04033 
8-9 Feb, 20:00 14.01167 9.03833 
9-10 Feb 20:00 14.00317 9.04967 
10-12 Feb 20:00 13.98183 9.02317 
11-12 Feb 20:00 13.97733 9.01900 
12-13 Feb 20:00 13.45550 8.69583 
13-14 Feb  14.19100 9.10917 

 
Table 1.   Coordinates of night roosting sites of Dorottya, before and during the field work. 
 
 
The fieldwork took place from 7 to 16 February 2010, in the form of daytrips by motorbike from 
Zinder. Because of problems with e.g. the camera, communications and the motorbike (mechanical 
malfunctioning, and up to four punctures per day), returning the 25-30 km to Zinder each night was 
considered most efficient.  From 7-12 February HI worked in the Toumnia area were Dorottya 
spent most of January and February 2010 (approx. 14.00 N 9.00 E).  On 13 and 16 February he 
worked in the Dania area about 30 km further north-east, where Dorottya had spent most of late 
October to late December (approx. 14.15 N 9.12 E).  See Fig. 1.  On 14 February HI made a trip to 
the 50 m high Doutchi Ouamé cliffs to the east of the study area (14.15 N 9.15 E).  On 15 February 
HI went towards Doungou Haoussa (approx. 13.46 N 8.70 E), 50 km south-west of Zinder, where 
Dorottya had spent the night of 12-13 February before returning to the Toumnia area.   
 
So from north to south, the areas were the fieldwork was carried out were 
- Dania (approx. 14.15 N 9.12 E), where Dorottya was late October – late December 2009 
- Toumnia (approx. 14.00 N 9.00 E), where Dorottya was most of January - February 2010 
- Doungou Haoussa (approx. 13.46 N 8.70 E), where Dorottya spent one night mid-February 2010 
 
 
2.1  Search for, and observation of, Dorottya 
 
In the preparation phase, a description in French of the Saker was put together from various 
guides and personal experience.  Criteria to separate it from the locally common Lanner Falcon 
Falco biarmicus were included. 
 
On the basis of coordinates provided by the satellite tracking, assumed roost sites were visited.  
Visits early in the day provided the best chance of actually observing the tagged bird.  During visits 
later in the day the assumed roost sites were searched for regurgitation pellets and prey remains.  
An eye was always kept out for large falcons during the execution of prey and vegetation transects 
in the region where the tagged falcon stayed. 
 
Photos were taken of trees were Dorottya had roosted. 
 
 
2.2  Observation transects; description of the land scape, land use categories and habitats 
 
The methods described in this section and the next section are adaptations of those developed for 
the 2006 and 2007 Montagu’s Harrier surveys in Niger (Trierweiler et al. 2007). 
 
For an evaluation of land use and land cover and for quantitative estimation of the presence of 
potential prey species for Saker Falcons, a number of linear transects of approximately one hour 
duration was walked.  Date, locality and weather were noted, as well as the GPS coordinates of 
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the starting and finishing points.  Times of starting and of finishing were also recorded.  Transect 
length was calculated from the coordinates using Google Earth.  
 
During the walking of prey transects (see the next section), the following land cover characteristics 
were recorded: 
- land use, land cover or habitat type (see Appendix 1 for categories) 
- degree of degradation (0 = no degradation visible, 5 = complete destruction; see Appendix 1) 
- gross cover percentage (100% if there were no unnatural bare spots) 
- height of grass, shrubs and trees (in m) 
- semi-quantitative presence of woody species (3 = dominant, 2 = some, 1= rare) 
- number of trees per hectare 
- additional comments, if any. 
 
Photos were taken of different land cover types. 
 
 
2.3  Estimation of potential prey availability in t he area 
 
Potential preys for Sakers include birds, grasshoppers, small mammals and reptiles.  Of these 
mammals are most difficult to count, but the presence of mammal holes is considered a good 
proxy.  During the walking of the transects all birds were recorded on both sides of the transect..  
Recorded up to 1 m either side of the transect were 
- all grasshoppers, using the categories small (>3 cm), medium (3 -7cm), large green (>7 cm) and  
large red (>7 cm) 
- all (active) mammal holes, using the categories small (> 3 cm diameter) and large (> 3 cm diam) 
- all reptiles. 
 
Cf. Trierweiler et al. (2007). 
 
2.4  Threat evaluation and awareness raising 
 
Local population 
To evaluate knowledge of raptors and threats to them, and to raise awareness of their plight, the 
following questions were formulated.  These questions served as a guideline in discussions with 
people that were encountered during the transects or in villages. 
 

1. Do you know Saker Falcons, Lanner Falcons or other raptors from your area? (using photos of male 
and female Saker from the LIFE project website) 

2. If you know falcon species, what do you know about the time of year they occur in your area? 
3. Do they occur in large numbers? 
4. Where do you usually see them? 
5. What do you know about their hunting habits? 
6. Did you ever catch raptors? 
7. If so, how many did you catch in the last year/last month? 
8. If so, what kind of raptor did you catch? 
9. If so, what was the reason to catch and destroy them? 
10. Do you know other people who catch raptors? 
11. If so, do you know how many they catch in a year/a month approximately? 
12. If so, do you know why they catch the raptors? 

 
All discussions were purposely held in a positive, non-judgemental setting. 
 
Power lines 
Approximately 10km of power line along the Zinder-Tanout road, on the western edge of the 
Toumnia region , was checked for birds that might been electrocuted by it or might have collided 
with it. 
 
Awareness raising 
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To raise awareness of birds in general and raptors and falcons in particular, discussions were held 
with villagers in subgroups and with certain teachers in villages. 
 
 
3. RESULTS 
 
3.1  Search for, and observation of, Dorottya 
 
Identification criteria 
The description of the Saker used in the project, and identification criteria to separate it from the 
Lanner, were as follows, with many thanks to Ralph Buij: 
 
Saker: bigger, heavier and plumper than a Lanner Falcon; small head, big belly; heavier flight with 
end of wings curved up; above paler than Lanner, and more contrast between dark flight feathers 
and wing coverts; moustache stripe (below the eye) often rather reduced, and no reddish brown on 
the head 
 
Juvenile Lanner: head with hint of broad dark eye line (Saker head is often very pale; note that the 
head of the erlangeri subspecies of the Lanner is also very pale); uniformly darkish upperparts 
(Saker has contrasting darker primaries and contrasting paler tail); primaries evenly barred below 
(in Saker barring of primaries is less obvious, especially at base), spotted underwing coverts 
(juvenile Sake has longitudinal markings); yellow feet (juvenile Saker feet are blue-greyish). 
 
Sightings and behaviour of Dorottya 
HI saw Dorottya in the morning of 7 February in the Toumnia area, sitting in a tree in the area 
where she had roosted 3-4 February (14.007 N 9.040 E).  With binoculars he could see the PTT on 
her back. 
 
In the morning of 10 February HI found Dorottya again, in the same area as on 7 February, sitting 
in a tree at 14.00782 N 9.03716 E.  He watched her for 14 minutes, from 10:09 to 10:23.  During 
this time a Chestnut-belied Starling flew past four times, and an Abyssinian Roller once, but she 
did not react.  She flew away and out of sight when a passer-by came too close. 
 
After her trip south on 12 February Dorottya returned north on 13 February, roosting at 14.19100 
N, 9.10917 E.  On 16 February HI walked three transects out from this point, transects 20-22. 
 
Roost sites and prey remains 
Three roost trees of Dorottya are shown below. 
 

 

Dorottya rested or perched in this partly leafless Sclerocarya birrea  tree, 
(14.0344 N, 8.9890 E) at a distance of 500-1000 m f rom three small villages 

(Katourjé, Mairouwa Karami et Kangarawa). Transects  7 and 17 start at this tree. 
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Another, leafless Sclerocarya birrea tree, in which  Dorottya perched. 
 
 

 
 
Roosting tree, possibly an acacia, of Dorottya 12-1 3 February 2010, in a fallow field with shrubs and 

forked doum palms Hyphea thebaica.  Near Taramni (13.456 N, 8.695 E), Doungou area. 
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All roosting sites in the Toumnia area are not very far from villages, and from e.g. birds that may 
feed on grain left over after threshing.  Most trees that Dorottya roosted or perched in proved to be 
(partially) leafless Sclerocarya birrea or other leafless trees, which allowed her to keep a good 
look-out. 
 
A regurgitation pellet was found below the roost tree of Dorottya on 12 February at 13.97733 N 
9.01900 E (see below).  When it was collected the pellet proved to be very brittle, so no precise 
measurements could be taken.  However, the distance between the lines on the paper in Fig. X 
indicates that the pellet was 50-55 mm long.  Analysis showed the pellet to contain an elytron (wing 
cover) of a beetle, an upper mandible of a bird, feathers and bones.  No hairs of rodents or other 
mammals were present. 
 

 
 
Regurgitation pellet presumed to be from Dorottya, found under her roost tree of 11-12 February 
2010 at 13.97733 N 9.01900 E.  Contents bird and be etle remains. 
 
Under another roosting of perching tree plucking remains were found of what may have been a 
chicken. 
 
 
3.2  Description of the landscape, land use categor ies and habitats 
 
Landscape 
People living in the Dania and Toumnia areas are mostly Haussa or Haoussa farmers and Peul 
pastoralists that move with their livestock.  Average rainfall is 300-400 mm/year, falling between 
June or July and September.  Three hundred mm/yr is just enough to grow a reasonable millet 
crop on in an average year or better, assuming rainfall events are not too far apart (which is too 
frequently not the case). 
 
From the Google Earth mkz file similar to Fig. 1, provided by the LIFE Saker project, and from the 
relevant 1:200.000 IGN map sheets (Zinder, Tanout, Miria and Gamou), it looked like Dorottya 
spend most of her time in January-February 2010 in quite flat terrain at about 470-490 m a.s.l..  
When the maps, which date from the 1960’s, and Google Earth images are compared, tree cover 
in both the Toumnia and Dania areas appear to have decreased a lot over the past 50 years, while 
the number of millet (and sorghum) fields, and the population, have increased considerably.   
 
According to villagers that HI spoke to, one of the reasons for the increase in millet field area are 
poor harvests.  Poor harvest may be due to insufficient rainfall but also due to lack of fallow and 
exhaustion of the nutrient store in the soil. 



 

Report ecological research Saker Falcon, February 2010, Niger  10 

 
Going north from Sabon Rouwa (Toumnia area, transects 3-6), depth to groundwater in the 1960’s 
increased from 60 to 68 m (Dania, 6 km N, transects 20-22) to 94 m (Katiakaya, 10 more km NE, 
14.25 N 9.20 E), according to the IGN 1:200.000 Gamou map sheet. 
 
The pictures and descriptions by HI show that the area consists mostly flat or very gently 
undulating cover sands that have been deposited by the wind.  Only one or two isolated hills in 
more than 100 km2 rise to 50 m above their surroundings, e.g. near the end of transect 5.   HI 
found only one depression that still held some water in February 2010, near transect 22 at Dania. 
 
Vegetation structure 
In all 25 land cover and prey availability transects were walked by HI: 7 in the Dania area (total 
length 15.2 km), 16 in the Toumnia area (26.3 km), and 2 in the Doungou Haoussa area (4.5 km; 
Fig. 2-4 and Table 2). 
 

 
 
Fig. 2   Movements of Dorottya (purple lines) and observation transects (yellow markers and lines) in the 
Toumnia area, first half of February 2010.  Red markers indicate roosts. 
 
After teething problems during the first three transects, average transect length after walking one 
hour was 2.0 km.  Exceptions are transect 5 (3.37 km, in an area with few trees and shrubs) and 
transect 8 (0.18 km, during the walking of which HI fell into conversation with a farmer). 
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Of the 7 transects in the Dania region, 3 were in farmland with trees, two in grassland with trees 
and two in grassland with shrubs (Fig. 3).  As the choice of transects at Dania was influenced by 
the desire to walk transects in different habitats from those at Toumnia, not too much should be 
read into this.  All the same, the fact remains that in Dania region habitat without crop fields exists, 
while in the Toumnia region it doesn’t really: around Toumnia 99% of the land is cropped.  
Transect 5 was across a stock route that gave access to water at a shallow semi-permanent pond; 
it gave the impression of being flooded immediately after rains. 
 
In the Dania region cover percentage was almost always 100%, except for the two grasslands with 
trees transects, 5 and 6 (60 and 95% respectively).   These were also the two only transects with 
moderate erosion/degradation (category 3).  Grass height was only 0.15 m on two transects, and 
varied from 0.3-0.5 m on the others. Shrub height varied from 0.7-2.0 (av. 1.3) m, and tree height 
from 4-13 (av. 6.2) m.  Tree density varied from 0-21, average 7 trees per ha. 
 
All 16 transects in the Toumnia region were across farmland with trees: there is virtually no 
uncultivated land left there.  Cover percentage was almost always 100% and there was almost no 
degradation.  Grass height varied from 0.3-0.5 m, shrub height from 1.0-2.0 (av. 1.5) m, and tree 
height from 7-13 (av. 9.5) m.  Tree density varied from (6) 10-28 (35), average 18 trees per ha. 
 
At Doungou Haoussa 2 transects were walked, going out from Dorottya’s roosting site.  Cover was 
100%, grass height 0.4 and 0.5 m, shrub height 1.5 and 2.0 m, tree height 15 and 13 m.  Tree 
density was 82 and 58 trees per ha respectively. 
 
 
 

Farmers’ fields with Guiera 
senegalensis  and Boscia 
senegalensis  shrubs in the 
Toumnia area. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Farmers’ fields with Leptadenia 
pyrotechnica shrubs (foreground) 
and Faidherbia albida  trees          
(on the horizon) in the Toumnia 
area. 
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Fig. 3   Observation transects in the Toumnia (lower left) and Dania (top center) areas 7-13 February 2010.  
Compare with Fig. 1, Dorottya’s displacement Oct 2009 – Feb 2010. 
 

 
 

Fig. 4   Observation transects in the Doungou Haoussa area towards Matameye, 15 February 2010. 
Compare with Fig. 1, Dorottya’s displacement in Jan-Feb. 
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Table 2  Basic information of land use and prey availability transects walked, in chronological order.   
The transects walked on 7-12 February were in the Toumnia area, those walked on 13 and 16 February in the Dania area (3-6 and 20-22, marked in grey).  The 
transects walked on 15 February (18 and 19) were in the Doungou Haoussa area, towards Matameye. 
 

No. date start finish location start N start E end N end E dist. weather habitat degrad % 
height 
(m)       

                  (km)       cover grass shrubs tre es tr/ha 
24 7.2 10:14 11:12 Babban Toudou 13.98884 8.96804 13.99040 8.97373 0.63 clear FT 1 100 0.50 1.5 12 19 
23 7.2 13:49 14:45 Babban Toudou 14.00528 9.04011 14.00888 9.03897 0.42 clear FT 0 100 0.30 1.0 12 20 
25 8.2 17:15 18:11 Garin Elhadji 14.00744 9.04056 14.01880 9.03967 1.25 clear FT 0 100 0.40 2.0 7 10 
14 9.2 8:40 9:33 Zongo Samia 14.00580 9.04596 14.01218 9.06144 1.81 clear FT 0 80 0.50 1.0 7 19 
12 9.2 9:50 10:52 Zongo Samia 13.98978 9.02493 13.96987 9.02515 2.20 clear FT 0 100 0.50 1.0 10 15 
11 9.2 12:00 13:02 Zongo Samia 13.98982 9.02499 13.98820 9.00439 2.22 clear FT 0 100 0.40 1.0 10 15 
13 9.2 14:39 15:32 Zongo Samia 14.00252 8.97314 13.98670 8.97280 1.75 clear FT 0 100 0.40 2.0 7 16 
10 9.2 17:00 18:00 Zongo Samia 14.00628 9.02400 14.00573 9.01126 1.37 clear FT 0 70 0.50 2.0 12 27 

8 10.2 10:50 11:55 Garin Chouri 14.00781 9.03726 14.00938 9.03779 0.18 clear FT 0 100 0.50 1.5 7 12 
9 11.2 9:30 10:33 Garin Chouri 14.00281 9.03699 14.00281 9.01949 1.89 clear FT 0 95 0.50 1.5 13 18 

15 11.2 13:20 14:22 Garin Chouri 14.03602 9.03798 14.04984 9.04125 1.57 clear FT 0 100 0.50 1.5 7 6 
17 11.2 15:40 16:39 Katourjé 14.03459 8.98885 14.05289 8.98592 2.04 clear FT 0 100 0.50 1.0 7 18 

7 12.2 8:20 9:15 Katourjé 14.03457 8.98875 14.02725 8.96737 2.46 clear FT 0 100 0.50 1.5 7 16 
2 12.2 10:40 11:41 Mairouwa 14.03284 8.99610 14.02853 9.01854 2.44 clear FT 0 100 0.50 1.5 12 13 

16 12.2 14:30 15:25 Babban Toudou 14.00235 8.97093 14.00324 8.98911 1.95 overcast FT 0 100 0.40 1.5 7 35 

1 12.2 16:10 17:06 Aroungouza 14.00250 8.97009 14.02129 8.96842 2.08 overcast FT 0 100 0.50 1.5 15 28 
6 13.2 9:40 10:30 Sabon Rouwa 14.12439 9.12357 14.10602 9.12274 2.03 overcast GT 3 95 0.30 1.0 4 7 
5 13.2 11:00 12:04 Sabon Rouwa 14.12409 9.12550 14.13435 9.15504 3.37 overcast GT 3 60 0.15 0.7 4 11 
4 13.2 13:00 13:58 Sabon Rouwa 14.13218 9.11816 14.14306 9.10618 1.77 overcast FT 0 100 0.50 1.0 6 21 

3 13.2 14:40 15:43 Sabon Rouwa 14.12300 9.11257 14.12831 9.09731 1.75 overcast FT 0 100 0.50 1.5 13 5 
19 15.2 11:00 12:02 Taramni bougajé 13.45571 8.69590 13.43420 8.70001 2.43 overcast FT 0 100 0.40 1.5 15 82 

18 15.2 12:55 13:52 Taramni bougajé 13.45607 8.69411 13.46668 8.67852 2.04 overcast FT 0 100 0.50 2.0 13 58 
22 16.2 9:00 9:57 Dania 14.19131 9.10971 14.19975 9.12615 2.00 clear FT 0 100 0.40 1.5 4 4 
20 16.2 11:00 12:05 Dania 14.19172 9.10839 14.20372 9.09345 2.08 clear GB 0 100 0.50 2.0 0 0 
21 16.2 13:15 14:05 Dania 14.18839 9.10883 14.16959 9.11524 2.19 clear GB 0 100 0.15 1.5 0 0 

 
NB.  Transects 20 and 21, at Dania, had no trees but did have 44 and 88 shrubs per ha respectively. 
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Table 3  Occurrence of woody species along the vegetation and prey availability transects.  3 = dominant, 2 = some, 1= rare  
 
No. 
 

date 
 

start 
 

location 
 

habitat 
 

degrad 
 

shrub 
hght  

tree 
hght tr/ha Faid Guie Scle Bosc Pili Euph Lept Zizi 

A 
nil 

A 
sen 

Com 
g Hyph Comi 

24 7.2 10:14 Babban Toudou FT 1 1.5 12 19 1 2         1             
23 7.2 13:49 Babban Toudou FT 0 1.0 12 20 1 2         2             
25 8.2 17:15 Garin Elhadji FT 0 2.0 7 10 1 1 2 1                   
14 9.2 8:40 Zongo Samia FT 0 1.0 7 19 1 1 2 1   3               
12 9.2 9:50 Zongo Samia FT 0 1.0 10 15 1 1 2 1 1 3         3     
11 9.2 12:00 Zongo Samia FT 0 1.0 10 15 1 1 2   2 3               
13 9.2 14:39 Zongo Samia FT 0 2.0 7 16 1         3 1             
10 9.2 17:00 Zongo Samia FT 0 2.0 12 27 1 1 2   2 3               

8 10.2 10:50 Garin Chouri FT 0 1.5 7 12 1 1 2 1   2               
9 11.2 9:30 Garin Chouri FT 0 1.5 13 18 1 1 2 1 2                 

15 11.2 13:20 Garin Chouri FT 0 1.5 7 6 2 1 2 1 2 3               
17 11.2 15:40 Katourjé FT 0 1.0 7 18 2 1 3 1 3   3             

7 12.2 8:20 Katourjé FT 0 1.5 7 16 1 1 3 2 2   3             
2 12.2 10:40 Mairouwa FT 0 1.5 12 13 1 1 2 1 1   3 3     2     

16 12.2 14:30 Babban Toudou FT 0 1.5 7 35 1   3     2 1             

1 12.2 16:10 Aroungouza FT 0 1.5 15 28 1 1 2   1 2 2 3           
6 13.2 9:40 Sabon Rouwa GT 3 1.0 4 7 2 1 2 1 3     3           
5 13.2 11:00 Sabon Rouwa GT 3 0.7 4 11       1         1         
4 13.2 13:00 Sabon Rouwa FT 0 1.0 6 21   1 2 1 3 3   3 2 2       

3 13.2 14:40 Sabon Rouwa FT 0 1.5 13 5 1 2 3 1 2         2       
19 15.2 11:00 Taramni bougajé FT 0 1.5 15 82 1       1       3     1   

18 15.2 12:55 Taramni bougajé FT 0 2.0 13 58 1             3 3   3 1   
22 16.2 9:00 Dania FT 0 1.5 4 4 2 1 3 1 3               2 
20 16.2 11:00 Dania G 0 2.0 0 0   1   1       3 2 3       

21 16.2 13:15 Dania G 0 1.5 0 0   1   1 2       2 2     2 
      Number of transects          21 20 17 16 15 1 0 8 6 6 4 3 2 2 

20: 44 shrubs/ha;     21: 80 shrubs per ha;     5: stock access to water; flooded just after rain;     6: at 2 km from village some Faid and Scle 
 
A nil = Acacia nilotica Comi = Comiphora africana Hyph = Hyphaene thebaica Zizi = Ziziphus mauritiana 

A sen = Acacia senegal Euph = Euphorbia balsamifera Lept = Leptodenia pyrotechnica  
Bosc = Boscia senegalensis Faid = Faidherbia albida Pili = Piliostigma reticulatum  
Com g = Combretum glutinosum Guie = Guiera senegalensis Scle = Sclerocarya birrea  

 
Present at only 1 transect, or at 2 transects in different locations: Annona senegalensis (16, 19), Balanites aegyptiaca (11, 18), Bauhinia rufescens (1), Calotropis procera (2, 20), 
Combretum micranthum (20), Cordia sinensis (5), Dichrostachys cinerea (25), Maerua crassifolia (22),  Tamarindus indica (6, 19) 
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Table 4 (1 of 2)  Presence of potential Saker prey along transects: birds. Total length of transects Dania 15.2 km; Toumnia 26.3 km; Doungou (18-19) 4.5 km 
 
No. date start location habitat tree tr/ha distan Ca Kest Spw Na Lau Tur Sen Gol Ab Woo Hoo Gr Red Lark 
          height   (km)  Eg sp Pl  Do  Do sp   Cou Njar  Rol hoo poe Hor Hor  sp 
weight (g)         (m)     345 200 150 35 100 100 170 80 120 70 55 210 150 20 

24 7.2 10:14 Babban Toudou FT 12 19 0.63 1       3       3 2 1       
23 7.2 13:49 Babban Toudou FT 12 20 0.42       2 4       3   1       
25 8.2 17:15 Garin Elhadji FT 7 10 1.25           2     3   1 12 3 4 
14 9.2 8:40 Zongo Samia FT 7 19 1.81 20         3     1         5 
12 9.2 9:50 Zongo Samia FT 10 15 2.20       3 9 4     3   1   2   
11 9.2 12:00 Zongo Samia FT 10 15 2.22                   3         
13 9.2 14:39 Zongo Samia FT 7 16 1.75       3 4       1   1       
10 9.2 17:00 Zongo Samia FT 12 27 1.37       3 1 6   2 2     1     

8 10.2 10:50 Garin Chouri FT 7 12 0.18       2 4       1         1 
9 11.2 9:30 Garin Chouri FT 13 18 1.89 1 2 3 2 4 3 1   3         3 

15 11.2 13:20 Garin Chouri FT 7 6 1.57 7               1   1       
17 11.2 15:40 Katourjé FT 7 18 2.04 3   4           3   1 4     

7 12.2 8:20 Katourjé FT 7 16 2.46 1   8   2 6 1   3     1   3 
2 12.2 10:40 Mairouwa FT 12 13 2.44 3 1     9       2         2 

16 12.2 14:30 Babban Toudou FT 7 35 1.95         2 1         1 1     

1 12.2 16:10 Aroungouza FT 15 28 2.08         6 3     1     2     

6 13.2 9:40 Sabon Rouwa GT 4 7 2.03             1   1         3 
5 13.2 11:00 Sabon Rouwa GT 4 11 3.37     3 3                   2 
4 13.2 13:00 Sabon Rouwa FT 6 21 1.77         2   1   2           

3 13.2 14:40 Sabon Rouwa FT 13 5 1.75       2 6   1   2           

19 15.2 11:00 Taramni bougajé FT 15 82 2.43           2           2     

18 15.2 12:55 Taramni bougajé FT 13 58 2.04       3 4 2                 
22 16.2 9:00 Dania FT 4 4 2.00     2           1 1 2     7 
20 16.2 11:00 Dania GB 0 0 2.08       2 3           2     6 

21 16.2 13:15 Dania GB 0 0 2.19       2 8       2   2     4 
          number of transects present 7 2 5 11 16 1 0 5 1 19 3 11 7 2 11 
    biomass (g/km) all areas 270 13 65 21 155 70 19 3 99 9 17 105 16 17 
    biomass (g/km) Dania 0 0 49 21 125 0 34 0 63 5 22 0 0 29 
    biomass (g/km) Toumnia 473 23 86 20 183 107 13 6 137 13 17 168 29 14 
    biomass (g/km) Doungou 0 0 0 23 89 89 0 0 0 0 0 94 0 0 

 
Ab Rol = Abyssinian Roller; Ca Eg = Cattle Egret; Cou = Senegal Coucal; Gol Njar = Golden Nightjar; Gr Hor = Grey Hornbill; Hoo poe = Hoopoe; Kest sp = kestrel species; Lark sp = 
Lark species; Lau Do = Laughing Dove; Na Do = Namaqua Dove; Red Hor = Red-billed Hornbill; Spw Pl = Spur-winged Plover; Tur sp = turtle dove species; Woo hoo = Green Wood-
hoopoe 



 

Report ecological research Saker Falcon, February 2010, Niger  16 

Table 4 (2 of 2)  Presence of potential Saker prey along transects: birds 
 
No. date start location habitat tree tr/ha distan Wag Whea Bla So Pie Gl Chb Buf Cut Pas all birds tot birds 

          height   (km) tail   ScrR Shr Cr St St Wea thr sp. birds km-1 (g) (g 

weight g          (m)     18 25 25 50 500 90 65 70 18 30       km-1) 

24 7.2 10:14 Babban Toudou FT 12 19 0.63 1     1 2     4   5 23 37 2,698 4,283 
23 7.2 13:49 Babban Toudou FT 12 20 0.42 1     1           15 27 64 1,403 3,340 
25 8.2 17:15 Garin Elhadji FT 7 10 1.25 1     5 1   13 15   47 107 86 7,738 6,190 
14 9.2 8:40 Zongo Samia FT 7 19 1.81   4         3     8 44 24 7,955 4,395 
12 9.2 9:50 Zongo Samia FT 10 15 2.20 2     6       6   16 52 24 3,356 1,525 
11 9.2 12:00 Zongo Samia FT 10 15 2.22       2     5     36 46 21 1,715 773 
13 9.2 14:39 Zongo Samia FT 7 16 1.75       7 2   2 4   16 40 23 2,920 1,669 
10 9.2 17:00 Zongo Samia FT 12 27 1.37 3   1 2   8 10 6   16 61 45 3,864 2,820 

8 10.2 10:50 Garin Chouri FT 7 12 0.18   3   2     3 2   12 30 167 1,480 8,222 
9 11.2 9:30 Garin Chouri FT 13 18 1.89   1   5   2 9     39 78 41 4,765 2,521 

15 11.2 13:20 Garin Chouri FT 7 6 1.57   2         6 4   22 43 27 3,970 2,529 
17 11.2 15:40 Katourjé FT 7 18 2.04   1   3     8 10   19 56 27 4,855 2,380 

7 12.2 8:20 Katourjé FT 7 16 2.46   2   7 2 2 10 6   4 58 24 5,915 2,404 
2 12.2 10:40 Mairouwa FT 12 13 2.44   1   4 2   11 1   13 49 20 4,815 1,973 

16 12.2 14:30 Babban Toudou FT 7 35 1.95   1   3       1   20 30 15 1,410 723 

1 12.2 16:10 Aroungouza FT 15 28 2.08   1   1 2   18 18 11 31 94 45 6,073 2,920 
6 13.2 9:40 Sabon Rouwa GT 4 7 2.03   3   4             12 6 625 308 
5 13.2 11:00 Sabon Rouwa GT 4 11 3.37   1     2   5     2 18 5 2,005 595 
4 13.2 13:00 Sabon Rouwa FT 6 21 1.77   1   1     11       18 10 1,400 791 

3 13.2 14:40 Sabon Rouwa FT 13 5 1.75   3   4 2   16 10   34 80 46 5,115 2,923 
19 15.2 11:00 Taramni bougajé FT 15 82 2.43 11 2   2 2         19 40 16 2,538 1,044 

18 15.2 12:55 Taramni bougajé FT 13 58 2.04       3 9   10 15   32 78 38 8,015 3,929 
22 16.2 9:00 Dania FT 4 4 2.00 1 1   1     2 2   4 24 12 1,223 612 
20 16.2 11:00 Dania GB 0 0 2.08   5     2   8 4   29 61 29 3,395 1,632 

21 16.2 13:15 Dania GB 0 0 2.19   5   3 2   11 4   17 60 27 4,080 1,863 
          number of transects present 7 17 1 21 12 3 19 17 1 23         
    biomass (g/km) all areas 8 20 1 73 327 24 228 171 4 298 2,032    
    biomass (g/km) Dania 1 31 0 43 263 0 227 92 0 170 1,175    
    biomass (g/km) Toumnia 5 15 1 93 209 41 243 205 8 364 2,473    
    biomass (g/km) Doungou 44 11 0 56 1,230 0 145 235 0 342 2,361    

 
Bla ScrR = Black Scrub Robin; Bu Wea = White-billed Buffalo Weaver; Chb St = Chestnut-bellied Starling; Cut thr = Cutthroat finch; Gl St = Glossy Starling species; 
Pas sp. = (small) passerine species; Pie Cr = Pied Crow; So Shr = Southern Grey Shrike; Wag tail = Yellow Wagtail; Whea = Wheatear species 
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Table 5  Presence of potential Saker along transects: grasshoppers, mammal holes (as a proxy for small mammals) and reptiles. 
 
No. date start location habitat tree tr/ha distance  grasshoppers mammal holes  reptiles  
          height   (km) <3 cm 3-7 cm >7 cm >7 cm <3 cm >3 cm  
         (m)       green red    

24 7.2 10:14 Babban Toudou FT 12 19 0.63 15       58 3   
23 7.2 13:49 Babban Toudou FT 12 20 0.42 9       21 2 1 
25 8.2 17:15 Garin Elhadji FT 7 10 1.25 1       65 5   
14 9.2 8:40 Zongo Samia FT 7 19 1.81         73 4   
12 9.2 9:50 Zongo Samia FT 10 15 2.20 17       19 8 6 
11 9.2 12:00 Zongo Samia FT 10 15 2.22 51       41 8   
13 9.2 14:39 Zongo Samia FT 7 16 1.75 16       12 9 4 
10 9.2 17:00 Zongo Samia FT 12 27 1.37 5       15 3   

8 10.2 10:50 Garin Chouri FT 7 12 0.18 21 1     35 3   
9 11.2 9:30 Garin Chouri FT 13 18 1.89 5       92 4 1 

15 11.2 13:20 Garin Chouri FT 7 6 1.57 150 5     37 1 1 
17 11.2 15:40 Katourjé FT 7 18 2.04 26       21 5 3 

7 12.2 8:20 Katourjé FT 7 16 2.46 5       92 4 1 
2 12.2 10:40 Mairouwa FT 12 13 2.44 40   1 1 32 1 1 

16 12.2 14:30 Babban Toudou FT 7 35 1.95 18       63 17   
1 12.2 16:10 Aroungouza FT 15 28 2.08 10       49     
6 13.2 9:40 Sabon Rouwa GT 4 7 2.03         21   1 
5 13.2 11:00 Sabon Rouwa GT 4 11 3.37         59     
4 13.2 13:00 Sabon Rouwa FT 6 21 1.77 1       33     
3 13.2 14:40 Sabon Rouwa FT 13 5 1.75 3       58 3 1 

19 15.2 11:00 Taramni bougajé FT 15 82 2.43 1       38     
18 15.2 12:55 Taramni bougajé FT 13 58 2.04 3       45 2 2 
22 16.2 9:00 Dania FT 4 4 2.00 6       75     
20 16.2 11:00 Dania G 0 0 2.08 29       72 2 2 
21 16.2 13:15 Dania G 0 0 2.19 25 2     46 3 3 
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Vegetation composition (woody species) 
The presence of woody species along the various transects is shown in Table 3.  Faidherbia 
albida, Guiera senegalensis, Sclerocarya birrea, Boscia senegalensis and Pilitostigma reticulatum 
were present along almost all transects at Dania and Toumnia.  At Dania Ziziphus mauritiana, 
Acacia nilotica and Acacia senegal were also found along most transects, and at Toumnia 
Euphorbia balsamifera and Leptadenia pyrotechnica.  Along both transects at Doungou Haoussa 
Acacia nilotica was dominant, together with either Tamarindus indica or Ziziphus mauritiana, 
Combretum glutinosum and Balanites aegyptiaca.   
 

 
 

Millet field 
(stumps 

approximately 
1.0-1.5 m apart) 
next to local 
road (right 
corner) near 
Toumnia, with 

Sclerocarya 
birrea  (leafless, 
left middle 

ground), 
probable Boscia 

senegalensis  
(pale trunk right 
of centre), 
Faidherbia albida  
(sticking up 
behind it) and 

Guiera 
senegalensis  

(left foreground)  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Millet field near 
Sabon Rouwa (14.18 
N, 9.18 E), 6 km 
south of Dania.  In 
the background one 
of the few hills in the 
area. 
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Millet field with 

Leptadenia 
pyrotechnica  

shrubs and 
Faidherbia albida  
trees, near 
Aroungouza (14.03 
N 8.94 E), Toumnia 
area, on the sealed 
road from Zinder to 
Tanout 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Millet field with 
various species of 
shrub, and 
perhaps a bare 
Sclerocarya tree, 
between Garin 
Chouri, Toumnia 
and Zongo Samia 
(roughly 13.95 N 
9.05 E) 
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Millet field with many Faidherbia albida  trees near Taramni (13.456 N, 8.695 E), Doungou ar ea 
 
 
3.3  Estimation of the potential prey presence in t he area 
 
Birds 
The birds recorded along the prey availability transects are shown in Table 4.  In total 1305 birds 
were observed along 45.9 km of prey transect.  Not included in Table 4 are 61 unidentified birds.  
Also not included are 9 unidentified falcon sightings (Lanner, Saker?), 2 Short-toed Eagles,  2 Dark 
Chanting Goshawks, and 1 unidentified raptor.  These larger raptors are considered to be unlikely 
prey for a Saker. 
 
Average number of birds per km was 27 overall: 18 in the Dania area (range 5-46), 32 in the 
Toumnia area (range 15-86; the 167 was for the extremely short transect 8), and 26 in the 
Doungou Haoussa area (range 16-38).  The number of birds per km of transect was thus highest in 
the Toumnia area. 
 
For a raptor that also preys on birds, bird biomass availability is of course more important than the 
number of individual birds.  Biomass availability in g per species per km of transect is given at the 
bottom of Table 4.   
 
The top bird species available to raptors like the Saker, in terms of biomass, are shown in Table 6. 
 
Birds like Pied Crow, Cattle Egret, Grey Hornbill and Spurwinged Plover are important because of 
their considerable weight.  Small passerines in general, Chestnut-bellied Starling and White-billed 
Buffalo Weaver in particular, and also Laughing Dove and other turtle doves, are important 
because of their high density.  Grey Hornbills were not present in the north (Dania), Chestnut-
bellied Starlings decreased in density going south, and Buffalo Weavers increased in density going 
south. 
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Table 6  Prey bird availability to Saker in the different areas, in g/km and birds/km. 
 

  weight all areas Dania Toumnia Doungou 
  (g) g/km rank b/km  g/km rank b/km  g/km rank b/km g/km rank b/km 

Cattle Egret 270 270 3 0.78 0   0 473 1 1.37 0   0 
Spur-winged 
Plover 150 65 11 0.44 49 7 0.33 86 11 0.57 0   0 

Laughing Dove 100 155 6 1.55 125 4 1.25 183 6 1.83 89 6 0.89 

Turtle dove sp. 100 70 10 0.70 0   0 107 9 1.07 89 7 0.89 

Abyssinian Roller 120 99 8 0.83 99 5 0.53 137 8 1.14 0   0 

Grey Hornbill 210 105 7 0.50 0   0 168 7 0.80 94 5 0.45 
Southern Grey 
Shrike 50 73 9 1.46 43 8 0.86 93 10 1.87 56 8 1.12 

Pied Crow 500 327 1 0.65 263 1 0.53 209 4 0.42 1230 1 2.46 
Chestnut-bellied 
Starling 65 228 4 3.51 227 2 3.49 243 3 3.73 145 4 2.24 

Buffalo Weaver 70 171 5 2.44 92 6 1.32 205 5 2.93 235 3 3.36 
passerine sp. 
(small) 30 298 2 9.93 170 3 5.66 364 2 12.15 342 2 11.41 

 
Total bird biomass per km of transect was lowest at Dania (1,175 g/km, range 308-2,8923), and 
roughly equal at Toumnia and Doungou Haoussa: 2,473 (range 723-6,190) and 2,361 (range 
1,044- 3,929) g/km respectively.  The value of 8,222 g/km at Toumnia was again for the extremely 
short transect 8. 
 
In the Toumnia area, HI noted bird nests in almost every tree. 
 
Grasshoppers, mammal holes and reptiles 
The presence of grasshoppers, mammal holes and reptiles is shown in Tables 6 (per transect) and 
7 (per area). 

Table 7.  Numbers of grasshoppers of different sizes, mammal holes of different sizes 
and reptiles per km along the transects in each area. 

 
area  grasshoppers mammal holes reptiles  

  <3 cm 3-7 cm >7 cm >7 cm <3 cm >3 cm  

    green red    

all         
 av/km 10.0 0.2 0 0 26 1.9 0.6 
 min/km 0 0 0 0 7 0 0 
 max/km 117 6 0 0 194 17 2.7 

Dania         
 av/km 4.2 0.1 0 0 24 0.5 0.5 
 min/km 0 0 0 0 10 0 0 
 max/km 14 0.9 0 0 38 1.7 1.4 

Toumnia         
 av/km 14.8 0.2 0.0 0.0 28 2.9 0.7 
 min/km 0 0 0 0 7 0 0 
 max/km 117 6 0.4 0.4 194 16.7 2.7 

Doungou          
 av/km 0.9 0 0 0 19 0.4 0.4 
 min/km 0 0 0 0 16 0 0 
 max/km 1 0 0 0 22 1.0 1.0 

 
The density of small grasshoppers (<3 cm) was by far the greatest in the Toumnia area, but still 
rather low: almost 15/km, against 4.2 in the Dania area and 0.9 in the Doungou area.  Hardly any 
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medium-sized  (3-7 cm) grasshoppers were found, and even less large ones (>7 cm, only one with 
green wings and one with red wings). 
 
Small mammal hole density (<3 cm diameter) was similar in the Dania and Toumnia areas (24 and 
28 per km), and slightly less in the Doungou area (19 per km).  Larger mammal hole density (>3 
cm diameter), however, was approximately six times greater in the Toumnia area (2.9 holes per 
km) than in the Dania and Doungou area (0.5 and 0.4 holes per km). 
 
Reptile density was quite similar and low at the three sites: 0.5 reptiles per km at Dania, 0.7 at 
Toumnia and 0.4 at Doungou Haoussa, mostly margouya lizards. 
 

 
 

Small mammal holes and tracks 
 
 
3.4  Threat evaluation and awareness raising 
 
Local population 
Interviews were held with two village chiefs, three farmers, one group of villagers and the Forest 
Service in Zinder.  Individual summaries are in Appendix 2.  Overall conclusions are as follows: 
 
The interviews have brought to light that very few villagers know the Saker.  Overall villagers do 
not eat the Saker but they let it be known that children (youngsters) may kill them with slingshots.  
There are even villagers who accuse their neighbours to the north of killing everything they find on 
their way when to go to hunt for they possess traditional firearms (villages of Dania, Sabon 
Rouwa). 
�  The majority wishes this kind of bird to be protected because it brings good luck according to 

them: « when we go to find work elsewhere or to look for a favour with someone en we meet 
the bird early on and it flies away in front of our eyes we will find what we went to look for so 
our wish will be granted». 
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�  The presence of this kind of falcon reduces the attacks of certain crop pests like Quelea quelea 
for example. 

�  They have no problems with them and even want them to be protected becasue where they 
are there is always the blessing of God. 

�  It is a species that does no harm at all to the farmers and its existence in the area would even 
be beneficial for us because it hunts the birds and kills the rats that threaten our crops. 

 
Dorottya’s fate 
The words by local villagers about youngsters with slingshots were almost prophetic.  From 7 
March Dorottya’s signal remained stationary, at 13.90583 N 9.30183 E, between Kirchia et 
Zemrou.  On 20 March Halimatou Amadou went to investigate.  Halimatou was a student from the 
Université Abdou Moumouni in Niamey, doing per thesis on bats at Tessoua, 110 km west of 
Zinder.  Halimatou found that Dorottya had died at the hands of a young Peul herder with a 
slingshot.   
 
In the last week of April 2010 Issaka Houdou of the Antilopes Sahélo-Sahariennes project went to 
the village where Dorottya had come to her end, to recover the PTT that she had carried.  His 
report is attached as Appendix 3. 
 
Power lines 
Approximately 20 km of power line was surveyed along the Zinder-Tanout road, on the western 
edge of the Toumnia region (Kania-Babban Toudou).  No dead birds were found, either on the 
ground or on the lines.  Local people said they had never seen a bird that had been victim of the 
power lines and that they saw birds perching on the lines all the time. 
 
Awareness raising 
It has proven that raptors are not considered detrimental on the whole, and the Saker in particular.  
The Saker has value in several ways, economical (protection of crops and thus indirect increase of 
income and reduction of hunger) and cultural (with the myths that people subscribe to in relation to 
the Saker when they see it during a trip, and the luck that that brings to a person). 
 
Because of this villagers on the whole think it would be important to protect the Saker.  From this 
an awareness campaing could be started to bring the populations to accept them and to protect 
them. 
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4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
Dorottya arrived in southern Niger late October 2009, spending most of November en December in 
the Dania  area (approx. 14.20 N 9.14 E), and most of January and February 2010 in the Toumnia 
area (approx. 14.00 N 9.00 E), some 25 km further south-west.  During these months she made 
short several trips outside her regular ‘territory’, among others to Doungou Haoussa (approx. 13.46 
N 8.70 E), where she spent the night of 12-13 February.  Of interest is why she stayed in the areas 
she stayed in, why she did not stay in the areas she visited briefly, and what threats she faced.  Of 
interest is also how she behaved, and what she ate. 
 
 
4.1  Search for, and observation of, the tagged fal con 
 
During this study Dorottya was seen twice.  The trees she was seen in and other trees she roosted 
in were often leafless or partly leafless Sclerocarya birrea, arguably so she could see better what 
was around her.  Note that when Dorottya first arrived late October, not long after the end of the 
rains, the Sclerocarya trees will have had more leaves but suitable perches would no doubt have 
been available.   
 
During one of the encounters Dorottya was watched for fourteen minutes until a passer-by made 
her fly off.  It wasn’t estimated at what distance she took off, but as she was killed with a slingshot 
she cannot have been too easily disturbed by people.  Local people also said that this kind of bird 
was generally not hunted, and many roosting trees were not far from villages. 
 
A regurgitation pellet, approximately 50-55 mm in length, was found under the tree were Dorottya 
perched 11-12 February.  It contained an elytron (wing cover) of a beetle, an upper mandible of a 
bird, feathers and bones.  No hairs of rodents or other mammals were present, this was double-
checked.  It looks like Dorottya was at least in part an opportunistic feeder, or stretched to find 
prey, unless the beetle remains came from a beetle very recently eaten by a bird subsequently 
eaten by Dorottya (if that is possible).  Plucking remains found under another roosting or perching 
tree may have been from a chicken. 
 
The main areas were Dorottya stayed, around Dania and around Toumnia, are at just under 500 m 
a.s.l., on rather flat cover sands deposited by the wind.  The population consists mostly of Haussa 
farmers and Peul pastoralists that move with their livestock.  Local rainfall averages 300-400 
mm/yr, enough to grow a decent millet crop in some years but not in others.  Over the past fifty 
years tree cover appears to have decreased a lot, while the number of millet fields has increased 
considerably.  The latter has been caused by a significant population increase and also, it is said, 
by a reduction in yield per field.  The yield reduction is most likely related to reduction in useful 
rainfall and/or depletion of the nutrients stored in the soil.  At present the population of Niger as a 
whole is estimated to grow by 3.8% per year.  This implies a doubling in 18-19 years.  Over the 
period 1960-2010 the population of Niger as a whole more than quadrupled, from 3.9 to 15.9 
million (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_past_and_future_population, accessed 
May 2010).  Migration can locally increase or reduce population growth.  If man-caused changes in 
land cover and land use affect Saker on their wintering grounds in the Sahel, than clearly those 
effects will increase during the coming years and decades. 
 
 
4.2  Description of the landscape, land use categor ies and habitats 
 
The vegetation surveys carried out in February showed that, at the three sites visited by Dorottya 

- non-farmland habitat exised only in the north (Dania) 
- from north to south (Dania-Toumnia-Doungou Haoussa), average shrub height increased 

slightly (1.3 - 1.4 - 1.75 m), while average tree height (6.2 - 9.5 - 14.0 m) and tree density (7 
- 18 - 70 per ha) increased considerably. 

This coincides with an increase in average rainfall from north to south, but may also be influenced 
by geology and soils.   
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In the two areas most frequented by Dorottya, Dania and Toumnia, vegetation was thus quite 
open, averaging only 7 (range 0-21) and 18 trees (range 6-35) per ha.  Trees were also not very 
tall, averaging 6 (Dania) and 9.5 (Toumnia) m.  Where there were more trees, in the Doungou 
Haoussa area (70 per ha), Dorottya only stayed one night.  That may of course have been for other 
reasons, but it would be interesting to investigate further what influence vegetation structure may 
have on the presence of Saker in the Sahel.  One way to do so would be by making a comparison 
with favoured habitats in Europe. 
 
Woody species composition at Dania and Toumnia was in part quite similar, in part different.  
Individual woody species are unlikely to be important to the presence of Saker in the Sahel, unless 
they greatly influence vegetation structure, or unless the individual woody species influences the 
presence of the basic needs of Saker (food and places to rest), and/or access to those basic needs 
(via good look-outs, a good field of view, and not too much disturbance).  There are insufficient 
data to support any conclusions on that. 
 
 
4.3  Estimation of the potential prey presence in t he area 
 
As mentioned, analysis of the pellet produced by Dorottya, and of prey remains below one of her 
perching trees, showed only bird and beetle remains.  Total bird biomass observed per km of 
transect was lowest at Dania in the north (1,175 g/km, range 308-2, 8923), and roughly equal at 
Toumnia and Doungou Haoussa: 2,473 (range 723-6,190) and 2,361 (range 1,044- 3,929) g/km 
respectively.   
 
Birds like Pied Crow (Corvus albus), Cattle Egret (Bubulcus ibis), Grey Hornbill (Ocyceros birostris) 
and Spur-winged Plover (Vanellus spinosus) were important because of their considerable weight.  
Small passerines in general, Chestnut-bellied Starling (Lamprotornis pulcher) and White-billed 
Buffalo Weaver (Bubalornis albirostris) in particular, and also Laughing Dove (Stigmatopelia 
senegalensis) and other turtle doves, were important because of their high density.  None of the 
top ten birds available in terms of biomass were Palearctic migrants.  In fact, very few of the birds 
observed on the transects were Palearctic migrants: only 16 Wheaters sp. (Oenanthe spp)., 7 
Yellow Wagtails (Motacilla flava) and 2 Kestrel sp. (Falco spp.), a maximum of 25 birds out of 
1,229. 
 
In February 2010, bird biomass density at Dania was much lower than at Toumnia.  It therefore 
makes sense that Dorottya preferred the Toumnia area to the Dania area at that time of year.  In 
November-December 2009 bird biomass density at Dania may have been higher.  Not long after 
the end of the rainy season more shrubs and trees, and perhaps even some annual grasses and 
herbs, will still have been green at Dania, and there would have been more grass and other seeds 
on the ground left on the ground.  There would therefore have been more insects and insect- and 
seed-eating birds, making the Dania area more, and sufficiently, attractive to Saker like Dorottya.  
Drying out of the vegetation progresses from north to south as the dry season develops.  
Montagu’s Harriers (Circus pygargus), too, have been shown to move further south in Niger and 
Nigeria in several steps during the dry season (Dutch Montagu’s Harrier Foundation, 
www.grauwekiekendief.nl).  
 
That Montagu’s Harriers move south during the dry season appears to be related to the availability 
of the large grasshoppers that they eat: later in the dry season means less green bushes that 
these grasshoppers feed on.  No grasshopper remains were found in Dorottya’s pellet, and 
grasshopper availability at the three sites was very low: no large grasshoppers, hardly any 
medium-sized ones, and an average of only 15 small grasshoppers (<3 cm) per km at Toumnia, 
4.2 at Dania and 0.9 in the Doungou area.  If Dorottya ate beetles she probably would also eat 
grasshoppers if they crossed her path, but it is unlikely they were a major food item for her in 
February 2010. 
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Mammals are a major food item for Saker in Europe.  Because of the high daytime temperatures 
even during the dry season (maximum many days over 30o C), most mammals in the Sahel are 
diurnal or at best crepuscular.  We would imagine that may make them less attractive to Saker.  
The density of small holes (<3 cm diameter) of mammals (mostly small rodents) in the study areas 
wasn’t very high: 24 and 28 per km (approximately 120 and 140 per ha) in the Dania and Toumnia 
areas, and slightly less in the Doungou area (19 per km or 95 per ha).  Larger mammal hole 
density (>3 cm diameter), of e.g. larger rodents, squirrels and mustelids, was approximately six 
times greater in the Toumnia area (2.9 holes per km or 15 per ha) than in the Dania and Doungou 
area (0.5 and 0.4 holes per km, 2-3 per ha).  This is also not very high.  In addition no mammal 
hairs were found in the pellet of Dorottya.  If we had to draw a conclusion we would say that 
mammals may not be a major source of food at all for Sakers in the Sahel. 
 
The same can be said of reptiles, with reptile density quite similar and low at the three sites: 0.5 
reptiles per km at Dania, 0.7 at Toumnia and 0.4 at Doungou Haoussa. 
 
 
4.4  Threat evaluation and awareness raising 
 
Dorottya often roosted only 500 -1000 m from a village or hamlet, yet very few villagers know the 
Saker.  The main dangers to Sakers appear to be young boys with slingshots and local hunters.  
The local power lines do not appear to be a problem.  Boys with slingshots are found everywhere 
in Niger.  Having seen such slingshots we can attest that they really are dangerous weapons, not 
just children’s toys.  Dorottya’s death early March 2010, by at the hands of a young herder with a 
slingshot, about 35 km ESE of the Toumnia area, further testifies to that.  For a boy out herding 
goats or cattle, or a boy no longer in school, creeping up on birds with a slingshot may be one of 
the very few diversions available during long, hot and dusty days. 
 
On the other hand a number of people in the area believe that birds like Sakers reduce attacks on 
crops by rats and by millet-eating birds such as Quelea (Quelea quelea) and Sudan Golden 
Sparrows (Passer luteus), locally known as “mange-mils” (millet-eaters).  They also believe that 
birds like Sakers bring good luck and that they are worth protecting.  These considerations would 
be good entry points for an awareness campaign to accept and protect Sakers and other birds of 
prey.  We know that WWF-Niger would be interested in such a project. 
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Appendix 1.  Raptor prey transect form (after Trier weiler et al. 2006, 2007) 
 

observer(s): starting time: % vegetation cover (grass/millet):

date: end time: height of grass/millet cover (cm):

place: Habitat: height of shrubs (m):

weather: Degradation: height of trees (m):

GPS wpt start: number of trees per hectare:

GPS wpt stop: GPS used (1 or 0):

Species N Species N

birds: others:

Abessinian roller Locust small (<3 cm)

Chestnut-backed sparrowlark Locust medium (3-7 cm)

Golden sparrow Locust large (green) (>7 cm)

Namaqua dove Locust large (red) (>7cm)

Mourning Dove active mammal holes: small (<=3 cm diam.)

Laughing Dove active mammal holes: large (>3cm diam.)

Southern Shrike reptiles

Wheatear

Pied Crow

Weaver spec

Passerine spec

Habitats: Degradation:

F farmland 0   no visible

B bush steppe (<15 trees/ha) 1   < 50 % of undergrowth absent

T tigerbush 2   > 50 % of undergrowth absent

FB combi farmland & bush 3   mild erosion

BT combi bush and trees (< 15 trees/ha) 4   heavy erosion

FT combi farmland & trees (< 15 trees/ha) 5   complete destruction

OW open woodland (>15 trees/ha)

G grassland

GT combination grassland and trees (< 15 trees/ha)

EP erosion plain (glacial)

WE wetland

V village/city

D erosion plain, desert  
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Appendix 2. 
 

Discussions with villagers during the mission  
 
Entretiens avec les villageois pendant la mission  

 
1. the village chief of Kangarawa 

 
He knows the bird and sees it very rarely during the rainy season [!].  They call it « fari chao » 
[which means ‘grey raptor’ or ‘pale raptor’; it is the name that is also given to Chanting Goshawk, 
Montagu’s Harrier and other pale raptors, at least by some Haoussa].  In former times, about 
twenty years ago, there were many but now they have all left because of the climate change which 
has caused a lack of food for them. 
They are birds that eat insects, lizards, mice and fish.  This type of raptor doesn’t even enter 
villages so people have no particular problems with them and they aren’t eaten here.  The worst 
[raptor] is the sparrowhawk which keeps us from producing chicks. 
 

1. le chef de village de Kangarawa 
 
Il connaît l’oiseau et il le voit très rarement surtout en saison de pluie. Ils le nomment « fari chao ».  
Dans l’ancien temps il y en a beaucoup  environ une vingtaine d’année, mais maintenant ils ont 
tous quittés à cause du changement climatique qui provoqué le manque de nourriture suffisante 
pour eux. 
C’est des oiseaux qui mangent des insectes, des margouillats, des souris  et des poisons. Ces 
genres de rapace ne viennent même pas dans les villages donc on n’a pas de problème particulier 
et en plus on ne le mange pas ici.  
Le plus méchant dont on n’aime pas voir c’est l’épervier qui nous empêche de produire des 
poussins. 
 
 
 2. a farmer from the bush near Babban Toudou 
 
We know it, but nowadays we see it very rarely.  Thirty years ago one saw it everywhere in large 
numbers here in our fields and next to the hamlets.  Some are dead and others have left to where 
they can find to eat.   
We have no problems with this kind of raptor because it is not eaten and also its presence is 
beneficial to us.  The presence of these birds indicates for us that the harvest while be plentiful and 
that there will not be a famine. 
 

2. un paysan de la brousse de Babban Toudou 
 

Nous le connaissons, mais aujourd’hui on le voit très rarement.  Il y a 30 ans de cela on le voit 
partout en grand nombre ici dans nos champs et à coté des hameaux.  D’autres sont morts et 
certains ont quitté pour se retrouver là où ils peuvent trouver à manger 
On n’a pas de problème avec ce genre de rapace car on ne le mange pas et aussi leur présence 
est bénéfique pour nous. La présence de ces oiseaux indique pour nous que la production sera 
abondante et il n’y aura pas de famine.   
 
 

 3. the village chief of Zongo Samia 
 
We don’t know this bird but there are a lot of similar « Fari chao » raptors in the area.  Twenty 
years ago you met different types of raptors but nowadays everything has gone because of a lack 
of rainfall and the disappearance of useful prey to feed them.  People here don’t catch them but 
children sometimes kill them but [only] rarely, perhaps one or two per year.  But there are hunters 
especially to the north who shoot at all they see and eat it.  We have no problems with them [the 
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raptors] and we even want people to protect them because where they are there is always the 
blessing of God. 
 

3. le chef du village de Zongo Samia 
 

On ne connaît pas l’oiseau mais il y a beaucoup de rapace du genre dans la zone comme « Fari 
chao ».  Il y a 20 ans de cela on rencontre différents types de rapace mais aujourd’hui tout a 
disparu à cause du manque de pluie et la disparition des proies utiles pour les nourrir.  Les gens 
ne les attrapent pas ici mais ; les enfants parfois les tuent et ça rarement peut être une à deux fois 
comme ça dans l’année.  Mais il y a des chasseurs surtout dans la bande Nord qui tirent sur tous 
ce qu’ils voient et en mangent.  On n’a pas de problème avec eux et nous voulons même qu’on les 
protège car là où ils sont il y a toujours la bénédiction de Dieu. 
 
 

4. the villagers of Babban Toudou 
 
We know this kind of raptor it is called « Bakarmal lé ».  Ten years ago there were many but now 
we see them no more.  They have disappeared because there is no longer any food in the area of 
late.  There are the kids who hunt them sometimes and that hardly once a year because theya re 
birds who do not let themselves be approached too much by people. 
We like this kind of raptor and we always want it so be saved be cause in our traditions it is a bird 
what brings good luck « when we go to find work elsewhere or to look for a favour with someone 
en we meet the bird early on and it flies away in front of our eyes we will find what we went to look 
for so our wish will be granted». 
 

4. les villageois de Babban Toudou 
 

Nous connaissons ce genre de rapace il s’appelle « Bakarmal lé ».  Il y a une dizaine d’année, 
cette espèce existe beaucoup ici mais maintenant on les voit plus.  Ils ont disparu parce qu’il n’y 
plus à manger dans la zone ce dernier temps.  Il y a les enfants qui les chassent parfois et ça à 
peine une fois dans l’année car c’est des oiseaux qui ne se laissent pas trop rapprocher par les 
hommes. 
Nous aimons ce genre de rapace et on veut toujours que ça soit sauvegardé car dans nos 
traditions c’est un oiseau porte bonheur « quand ils vont en exode ou à la recherche d’un service 
quelconque auprès de quelqu’un et qu’il rencontre en premier lieu l’oiseau et qu’il s’envole devant 
eux il auront ce qu’ils partent chercher, donc leur veux sera exaucé ». 
 
 

5. discussion with an inhabitant of Toumnia 
 
He doesn’t know the species but knows that some ten years ago one could see different types of 
raptors in the area.  They have disappeared because of the drought the last years and also 
because of hunting by people especially our neighbours from the north, who all have traditional 
arms and kills birds without regard to species (even crows are killed to be sold in nearby Nigeria).  
They have contributed much to the disappearance of certain birds.  He doesn’t know how many 
have been killed.   
He feels it would be very interesting to have this kind of raptor because it is one of those that do 
not hurt farmers.  What is more their presence reduces the attacks of certain crop pests like 
Quelea quelea.   
 

5. entretien avec un habitant de Toumnia 
 

Il ne connaît pas l’espèce mais il sait qu’il y a une dizaine d’année on rencontre plusieurs types de 
rapaces dans la zone.  Ils ont disparu à cause de la sécheresse des dernières années et aussi la 
chasse effectué par les gens surtout nos voisin du nord qui ont tous des armes traditionnelles et 
abattent les oiseaux sans choix d’espèces (même les corbeaux sont abattus pour être vendu au 
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Nigeria voisin). Ils ont beaucoup contribué à la disparition de certains oiseaux.  Il ne connaît le 
nombre qui est abattu. 
Il serait très intéressant à son avis d’avoir ce genre de rapace car il fait parti de ceux qui ne font 
pas du mal aux paysans. En plus leur présence réduit les attaques de certains ennemis des 
cultures comme Quelea quelea par exemple.  
 
 

6. discussion with a farmer from Dania 
 
He doesn’t know the species but a long time ago about ten years there were more species of 
raptors in the area.  Nowadays they have disappeared because they don’t find anything to eat like 
previously, what with climate change.  There are also children who sometimes use slingshots to kill 
them.  He doesn’t know the number killed by them.   It is a species that brings no harm at all to the 
farmer and its existence in the area would even be beneficial because it hunts the birds and rats 
that threaten our crops. 
 

6. entretien avec un paysan de Dania 
 

Il ne connaît pas l’espèce mais il y a longtemps de cela environ une dizaine d’année on rencontre 
dans la zone plus genres de rapace.  Aujourd’hui ils ont disparu car ils ne trouvent plus à manger 
comme auparavant avec les changements des climats. Il y a aussi les enfants qui parfois utilisent 
des lances pierres pour les abattre.  Il ignore l’effectif abattu par les enfants.  C’est une espèce qui 
ne fait aucun mal aux paysans et que son existence dans la zone serait même bénéfique pour 
nous car il chasse les oiseaux et les rats qui menacent nos cultures. 
 
 

7. discussion with the foresters at Zinder 
 
Among the three of them no one knows the Saker but they know raptors in general.  They have 
never met poachers of raptors so they cannot have data on the killing of them.  They acknowledge 
that there may be cases of illegal killing but they themselves have never seen for the species is not 
even eaten door the populations in general. 
 

7. entretien avec les forestiers à Zinder 
 

Parmi eux aucun (3) ne connaît le Faucon sakre mais connaissent les rapaces en général. 
Ils n’ont jamais croisé des braconniers des rapaces dont ils ne peuvent pas avoir des données sur 
les abats. Ils reconnaissent qu’il peut y avoir des cas d’abattage par fraude mais eux ils n’ont 
jamais vu car l’espèce n’est même pas mangée par les populations dans leurs majorité. 
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Appendix 3.  Report of recovery of Dorottya’s PTT 
 
Issaka Houdou, Projet ASS, Sahara Conservation Fund  and Ministry of Environment, Zinder 
 
(translation Joost Brouwer) 
 

·  Introduction 
 

A Saker Falcon by the name of Dorottya, ringed at Budapest under number LY 00228 and 
equipped with a satellite transmitter [PTT] , landed in the Zinder region in Niger around the month 
of January 2010.  In February this raptor was the subject of a monitoring exercise that allowed to 
determine which habitats she frequented, what prey she ate, and the attitude that local populations 
have towards falcons in general and the Saker Falcon.  Unfortunately the bird was killed during its 
stay in the Zinder region late March early April 2010.  This made it necessary to look for its PTT 
and get to know the reasons for its death.  It was with this in mind that this mission was mounted. 

 
·  Objectives of the mission 

 
�  Look for and recover the PTT of the Saker Falcon; 
�  Establish the reasons of its death. 

 
·  Progress of the mission 

 
The preparation of the mission consisted of the fixing of the route to be taken, the making of a 

map with check points, and the putting together of a series of images of Saker Falcons from the 
internet.  These images were compressed and printed so as to help the farmers in the field. 

Along the route the diffierent checkpoins were folowed one by one.  Upon arrival in the viallge 
of Koulalla Koufaye we were within 20 m of the PTT.  We got intouch with the vilalge chief whoo 
was a bsent.  The local people directed us to a nearby village called Komari, wehre the chief was 
very helpful to us.  The population was called out and the suject was explaiend to them.  A young 
man acknowledged having seen the body of a similar falcon and having learnt at the same time that 
the body of a ringed falcon had been seen by someone.  Having also profited from a meeting of 
fishermen at the village, we sued the occasion to explain the subject to them.  each time the photos 
of the Saker were dsitributed.  After two hours of discussion we let it be known that the PTT was 
within a circle of 20 m from where we were.  And immediately someone presented us with the body 
of the Saker with its ring.  He stated that it died in his vegetable garden.  We visited the places 
involved and photos were taken.  Upon arival in the village he handed as back the PTT that was on 
the bird.  After thanking him for the good cooperation the vegetable grower requeted a present.  We 
gave him 2,000 Francs CFA (€ 3). 
 

·  Problems encountered 
 
No particular problems to mention. 
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Itinerary of the mission and locality where Dorottya and her PTT was found.  [from Google Earth; Zinder is 
bottom left ; the road north goes to Tanout, the road north-east to Damagaram Takaya] 
 

The body of Dorottya at the place where she died.  The vegetable grower confirmed having seen her 03 April 
2010. [ ! !]  N 13,90958 ; E 9,31013 
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The PTT of Dorottya discovered at: N 13,90583; E 9,30183 
 
 
 
 

The vegetable grower Monsieur Badamassi with the body of the Saker. 
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Looking for Dorottya’s body and the PTT 
 
 
 


