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BirdLife asks for a ban on the production and keeping of hybrid falcons in the EU 
and beyond due to the unacceptably high risk of unnatural genetic introgression 
to native wild falcon populations in the EU, and especially to the globally 
threatened Saker Falcon (Falco cherrug). 
 
Contact: Wouter Langhout (wouter.langhout@birdlife.org) 

The position follows the sensible precautionary approach, as the impact of hybrids on the 
genetics of wild Falcon populations is not known. As hybrids are unsuitable for ex-situ 
conservation, their production is questionable; there is no valid reason why their production 
should still be permitted. Furthermore, the leisure or commercial interests of very few people 
would be disadvantaged by this restriction. The position is also based on the understanding 
that: 
 
- The risk of unnatural genetic introgression into natural populations of Falcons, and other 
problems caused by escaped hybrid Falcons, is not negligible. 
 
- Significant numbers of reproductively viable hybrid Falcons are being produced and used in 
falconry. 
 
- Significant numbers of hybrids, originating from captive-bred birds, are escaping into the wild. 
 
- The problems caused by escaped hybrid Falcons and the numbers of hybrid Falcons in 
Europe are not being closely monitored. 
 
- Genetic monitoring of the wild Saker population is not taking place. 
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Background 
 
Article 11 of the EU Birds Directive states that: Member States shall see that any introduction of 
species of bird which do not occur naturally in the wild state in the European territory of the 
Member States does not prejudice the local flora and fauna. In this connection they shall consult 
the Commission. 
 
Since the development of artificial insemination techniques in the 1970s, it has become 
common to produce, keep and practice falconry with hybrids between different falcon species. 
Concerns have arisen in some countries, about the risk of wild falcons breeding with 
escaped/released hybrid falcons. 
 
Hybrid falcons are typically created from crossbreeding of Peregrine Falcons Falco peregrinus 
with the four heirofalcon species, especially Gyr F. rusticolus and Saker Falcons F. cherrug but 
also Lanner F. biarmicus and Lagger F. jugger, as well as with other falcons, such as Barbary 
falcons F. pelegrinoides, Merlin F. columbarius and Kestrel F. tinnunculus and even species 
from the Americas eg Prairie falcon F. mexicanus and New Zealand eg. New Zealand Falcon 
Falco novaaseelandiae. Different subspecies of Peregrine falcon (e.g. F.p. pealei from the 
Pacific coast in North America) have been mixed with F. p.peregrinus and brokei in European 
captive breeding populations. 
 
By breeding with wild species, these unnatural hybrids ultimately risks causing local genetic 
pollution, such as for example to the Peregrine falcon and the globally threatened Saker falcon 
through the mechanism of genetic introgression1,2. Introgression is gene flow between 
populations whose individuals hybridise, achieved when hybrids backcross to one or both 
parental populations3. Escaped hybrids may also cause other conservation problems, such as 
aggression towards native falcons2,4. 
 
For the EU, there is no specific regulation on producing and keeping hybrids of raptors. 
However, some EU countries (Germany, the Netherlands, Slovakia) have chosen to forbid use 
of hybrids for falconry (in other countries, the last survey found that in five countries there was 
no regulation on hybrid raptors; five restrict ownership for falconry to native Eurasian species, 
two permit only a limited number of those - in one case only of two species)5. 
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