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RELEASE AND READOPTION OF A RESCUED NESTLING BONELLI'S EAGLE (AQUILA FASCIATA)

Key WoRrDs:  Bonelli’s Eagle; Aquila fasciata; CITES; illegal trade; nestling; rehabilitation.

Currently, 95% of the entire Italian population of Bo-
nelli’s Eagle (Aquila fasciata), numbering 28-30 pairs,
breeds in Sicily, southern Italy (Di Vittorio et al. 2012,
Lopez-Lopez et al. 2012). Accordingly, the species is cur-
rently classified as Critically Endangered in Italy.

In Sicily, an illegal trade in raptors, involving mostly
young taken from nests for falconry and other illegal traf-
ficking operations, was uncovered in 2010. The trade spe-
cifically targeted Bonelli’s Eagles, Lanner Falcons (Falco
biarmicus) and Egyptian Vultures (Neophron percnopterus).
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An investigation conducted by the Corpo Forestale dello
Stato, Divisione Investigativa CITES (Rome, Italy) regard-
ing violations of CITES (Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species) led to the confiscation of
a large number of raptors, including at least eight Bonelli’s
Eagles.

Between 7 and 9 May 2013, two Bonelli’s Eagle nestlings
(around 45 d old, about 20 d before fledging) were re-
moved illegally from their nest in southern Sicily. The theft
was discovered during routine monitoring by the Coordi-
namento Tutela Rapaci Sicilia, a regional volunteer group.
Because of the timely report of the theft and the investiga-
tion, the two eaglets were recovered, one alive and one
dead, from a falconry facility in northern Italy on 31
May. The fact that the nest site was still attended by the
adults, the great abundance of wild rabbits (Oryctolagus
cuniculus) in the nest area, and the behaviour of the young
(intolerant of human presence and capable of killing prey
at the rehabilitation center) made it possible for us to
consider attempting the technique of readoption by the
natural parents.

This technique has been rarely applied after such a
lengthy separation of the adult and young (Gonzalez et
al. 1986). However, the conditions present suggested that
success was likely and a successful readoption would max-
imize the change of survival for the young eagle.

Then, on 29 June, when the young eagle was approx-
imately 95 d old, we marked it with an aluminum leg
band (I.S.P.R.A: Istituto Superiore Protezione Ricerca
Ambiente, the bird banding agency which oversees the
activities of ringing in Italy), by bleaching several feath-
ers on both wings (using hydrogen peroxide), and by
attaching a tail-mount radiotag (10 g TW-3 Biotrack
VHF; Biotrack Ltd., Wareham, Dorset, U.K.). We devised
a plan to recover the young in case of an aggressive
reaction by the parents. Then, at 04:00 H, we placed
the young on a ledge of the nesting cliff and secured
it to a block of wood by means of two leather strips
attached to jesses so that it could not fly. We established
two observation points at a minimum distance of 700 m
and observed the nest area. Because the adult female
was in the nest and showed no aggression, we released
the young 3 hr after placing it on the cliff. The young
eagle immediately flew away and we subsequently lo-
cated it by telemetry in a valley 1 km away from the
release area. After 20 min, the adults approached the
young. In the afternoon, 11 hr after the release, we
observed all three individuals roosting together at a dis-
tance of about 3 m from each other. In the following
days, we verified that the young slept in the nesting cliff
with the adults and we observed the young, in apparent
good physical condition, moving to hunting areas with
adults. Our field observations confirmed that the young
was properly provisioned. In the following days (about
1 mo after the release), the young eagle’s movements
increased and we found it repeatedly as far as 9 km
from the release site.
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The young eagle’s apparent health and its increasing
ability to explore the surroundings indicated that the re-
adoption method was successful. In fact, both adults
and the young behaved similarly to naturally fledged
eagles.

Although fostering and cross-fostering have been
widely used for several raptor species in captivity and
under natural conditions (e.g., Bustamante and Hiraldo
1990, Di Vittorio et al. 2006, Penteriani et al. 2008), to
our knowledge, readoption by natural parents had not
been attempted with a young Bonelli’s Eagle of this age
and had not been done with a raptor seized for falconry
and held for a relatively long time in captivity (i.e., a
falconry facility or wildlife rehabilitation center). There-
fore, we consider that the readoption technique may be
useful for releasing other young illegally taken from their
nests. In similar cases, we recommend avoiding both a
long stay in a rehabilitation center and excessive contact
with humans, which may decrease the chances of success-
ful reintegration into the wild. In addition, the ability of
young raptors to capture prey and feed themselves, as
well as their flight capacity, should be assessed before
release.
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