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Abstract: In the course of ten nesting seasons from 1996 to 2005 I observed nesting by hobbies in Eastern Slova-
kia within a territory of 1000 km® in the Kogice Basin. During this ten-year period 218 nestings were recorded. The
average population density was two pairs per 100 km” in the monitored territory. In certain quadrants with better
occupation it was from four to seven pairs per 100 km’. The birds nested more frequently on very high tension
(VHT) electricity pylons (126 instances) than in trees (92 instances). They prefer the nests of hooded crows (Cor-
vus corone cornix) (110 cases) and ravens (Corvus corax) (90 cases), and in only 18 cases did they use another
nesting solution. When nesting in VHT pylons in the 1980°s they used to make more use of crows’ nests, but at the
present time they prefer ravens’ nests to a significant degree.

Abstrakt: V priebehu hniezdnych sezén 1996 az 2005 som sledoval hniezdenie sokola lastovi¢iara na vychodnom
Slovensku v Kogickej kotline na uzemi priblizne 1000 km®. Za obdobie desiatich rokov bolo zistené 218 hniezdeni.
Priemerna hustota bola 2 pary na 100 km” v sledovanom tizemi. V niektorych §tvorcoch s najlepsou obsadenostou
to bolo 4 a7 7 parov na 100 km®. Najcastejsie hniezdil na stoziaroch vel'mi vysokého napitia (VVN), a to 126 krat
a na stromoch 92 krat. Uprednostiiuje hniezda vran talavych (Corvus corone cornix) v 110 pripadoch a krkavcov
¢iernych (Corvus corax) v 90 pripadoch, len 18 krat vyuzil inh moznost. Pri hniezdeni na stoziaroch VVN v 80.
rokoch vyuzival najméa hniezda vran a v sii¢asnosti st to v rozhodujlicej miere hniezda krkavcov.
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Introduction

The Hobby is studied by only a few ornitholo-
gists in Slovakia. This is probably due to the fact
that observing this species requires a certain degree
of specialization. Nor is there a great deal of litera-
ture from the past concerning their nesting in this
country. They nest throughout Slovakia in suitable
biotopes, but not very densely (Ferianc 1977). I
assume that their numbers in this country are fairly

stable, but their manner of nesting during the last 25
years has been “modernized”. In the same way that
crows and ravens have adapted their nesting habits
to the use of VHT pylons, this has also come to suit
the hobbies, especially as they are associated with
the former species with regard to their nesting. I
recorded the first example of nesting in a VHT pylon
in 1979 (Liptak in Danko 1980), and this manner of
nesting has also been found in Germany (Kirmse
1991). The aim of this research was to compile some
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basic data on the number of nesting pairs in the
Kosice Basin, the location and selection of their
nests, and the level of their nesting success, and thus
contribute to the knowledge of their nesting biology.

Description of the territory

The Kosice Basin forms part of south-east Slo-
vakia. The observed territory has an area of approx.
1000 km” and extends over 12 quadrants of the Da-
tabank of Fauna in Slovakia (DFS): 7094, 7194,
7293-94, 7390-94 and 7491-93 (see map in Fig.1). It
is bordered by the Slanské and Volovské Hills, the
Bodvianska ridges and the Slovakian Karst. Heights
above sea-level range from 160 to 450 metres, and
the catchment area is of the rivers Hornad, Torysa
and Bodva. The south part is an intensively-farmed
plain with belts of Canadian poplar (Populus cana-
densis) planted alongside rivers and drainage canals,
and forming windbreaks. The northern part around
the river Torysa rises in ridges with fields and smal-
ler, mainly oak woods, but there are also poplar belts
here along the Torysa and in windbreaks. The terri-
tory is crossed by two VHT transmission lines.

Fig.1. Observed territory shown as DFS quadrants cover-
ing the Kosice Basin in Eastern Slovakia.

Methods and materials
Nesting data were collected in three basic ways:

1. Locating nesting pairs:

This was done in June when the birds were already
sitting on their clutches. Findings were only con-
firmed as data when the pairs were seen to be sitting
firmly and taking turns on the clutch.

2. Checking young in the nests:

This was done in July when the chicks were more
than ten days old and could be observed from the
ground. I climbed up to the nests only in exceptional
cases.

3. Checking fully-raised young:

This was done in August when young birds were
observed in the close vicinity of the nest, or fully-
fledged and capable of flight from the nest.

Due to the reason that some pairs do not nest re-
gularly in the same locality, I carried out the locating
of nesting pairs through systematic checking of
suitable biotopes each year.

Obr 1. Sledované uzemie v sieti Stvorcov DFS v KoSickej
kotline na vychodnom Slovensku.

72 T4 ?SI I?S 18[] BEL 88 :gD| Igzi lgﬂ 1951 l":'lﬁ-l |UD 02
; ) ‘flq Ky W 2 W S A : T
TAURTE RN DAEN R Z RS S
i t. ! .y E—F’ET" ™ : e — “’T__
=i (Wi = 5 ( ,_"t'iss
' &S{;}’} ir e e N R e ) | 68
| ENE T Lo b T i, ] Mg
L T e | ) T N i CL I Ny
- i _,L:r" Aé:_ri.;’ | T T70
s e e P U T h =1-F
RN FREE N 5
R T e 76
A A\ AN 8 i =
) 6 o8
I AN R
,\:\? - ‘],L L\ 1 . § "BD
_: \1 \(‘\!} Aﬂ - | — _82
.i. e e e ; I 1 T Sk\f\ 5&;.- _gx; i_.!_!  Re T e e S R o Do
B 68 70 72 7,4 76 78 B8O B2 B4 B6 88 80 82 G4 96 98 00

46



Slovak Rapt J 2007, 1: 45 - 52
© Raptor Protection of Slovakia (RPS)

Results

During the period in question, 1996 to 2005, 218
nestings by hobbies were confirmed in the KoSice
Basin (Tab. 1). The highest density of nesting pairs
in one quadrant was from four to seven pairs per 100
km?, and the lowest was from zero to two pairs per
100 km®. The closest distance between two nesting
pairs was found in 2005 at just 340 metres. Average
nesting success was 69%, giving 31% of losses,
when not even one young bird flew from the nests.

Tab. 1. Nesting success rate of the Hobby (Falco subbuteo).

The average number of fully-raised birds per nest
in cases of successful nesting was 2.25, and the
average number of young birds flying from the nests
of all nestingpairs was 1.56.

The most frequent number of young birds flying
from one nest was three, occurring in 47.6% of the
total number of successful nestings. In terms of
percentage expression of numbers of young birds
flying from nests in various European countries with
varying numbersof nests, these results are compara-
ble (Tab. 2).

Tab. 1. Hniezdna Gspesnost’ sokola lastovic¢iara (Falco subbuteo).

Year Number of Number of Number of Number of Average num-  Nesting success
occupied nests  successful  young confir- fully-raised mber of young rate (number
nestings med on nests young on nests of fully-raised
young per occu-
pied nest)
1996 21 13 30 29 2,23 1.38
1997 24 16 34 33 2,06 1.38
1998 18 12 34 34 2,83 1.89
1999 25 17 41 39 2,29 1.56
2000 18 9 21 21 2,33 117
2001 24 19 37 35 1,84 1.46
2002 18 11 29 29 2,63 161
2003 18 14 38 37 2,64 2.06
2004 27 20 49 42 2,10 1.56
2005 25 20 45 41 2,05 1.64
TOTAL 218 151 358 340 2.25 1.56
Tab. 2. Numbers of young birds flying from nests in certain parts of Europe.
Tab. 2. Pocet vyletenych mlad’at z hniezd v niektorych Castiach Eurdpy.
Observed Period Number Numbers of young flying from nests Source
territory of nests 1 3 4
(n) n % n % n % n %
Eastern 1996- 151 19 125 58 38.4 72 476 2 13 This study
Slovakia 2005
Danube Delta 1981 48 6 125 17 354 23 479 2 42 Mdller & Rohde
Romania 1987 1991
1988
Berlin 1956- 328 51 155 108 329 156 47.6 13 4.0 Fiuczynski 1988
1982
England 1930- 38 5 132 16 42.1 17 447 00 Fiuczynski
1972 & Nethersole-

Thompson 1980
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In 126 cases in this study, nests were located in
VHT pylons (Tab. 3) and in 92 cases in trees, the
majority of which were Canadian poplars (91 cases),
with just one instance of acacia (Robinia pseudoaca-
cia). The hobbies used old crows’ nests in 110 cases,
ravens’ nests in 90 cases, and there were 18 uses of
other species’ nests: magpies (Pica pica) five times,
imperial eagle (Aquila heliaca) one time, common

Tab. 3. Manner of nesting by hobbies (Falco subbuteo).

buzzard (Buteo buteo) one time, and there were 11
uses of artificial nest frames.

The earliest arrival here from the wintering area
during the studied period was recorded on 12th April
2003, and the earliest sitting on a clutch similarly on
26th May 2003, whereas the last spotting of young
birds not yet flown from the nest was on 2nd Sep-
tember 2004.

Tab. 3. Sposob hniezdenia sokola lastoviciara (Falco subbuteo).

Year Number Location of nests Nests originally built by Nesting in VHT pylons
of occupied  VHT pylon Tree Raven Crow Other Raven Crow
nests
1996 21 11 10 7 11 3 7 2
1997 24 15 9 9 14 1 9 5
1998 18 14 4 11 6 1 11 3
1999 25 16 9 11 14 0 11 5
2000 18 12 6 9 8 1 9 3
2001 24 16 8 10 12 2 10 4
2002 18 13 5 10 7 1 10 2
2003 18 10 8 8 7 3 8 0
2004 27 10 17 9 15 3 9 0
2005 25 9 16 6 16 3 6 0
TOTAL 218 126 92 90 110 18 90 24
Discussion

There is no more detailed information available
for the purpose of comparing numbers and nesting
dynamics among the hobby population in this coun-
try. Likewise in the KoS$ice Basin, where I have been
observing hobbies for 25 years, I am unable to as-
sess the dynamics of nesting numbers. There are
several reasons for this. Deviations in particular
years may be connected with natural influences on
nesting such as weather, predators, availability of
food and of suitable nests. Human impact on the
environment is important as well — cutting down
poplar belts, removal of nests from VHT pylons, and
changes in agricultural use causing changes in num-
bers of swallows (Hirundo rustica) and house-
martins (Delichon urbica), which are the hobbies’
main prey.

Possibly the most important factor is the exis-
tence of a sufficient number of suitable crow and
raven nests for the hobbies’ nesting. One subjective
reason is that I have not maintained equal intensity
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of observation year by year. Hobbies are small,
inconspicuous raptors which are difficult to track
down to their nests. For their nesting they almost
always choose the current year’s nests of corvine
birds, and only in exceptional cases do they occupy
an older nest. It often happens that in successive
years certain pairs occupy different nests, maybe 2-3
kilometres away from the previous year’s nesting
place, and whenever there were several such pairs
close to one another, I would lose track of the identi-
ties of particular pairs. It has also happened, as for
example in 2005, that I was unable to locate 7 pairs
which had disappeared from their original nestinng
area, but then I found a further 7 new pairs nesting
in different places from 5 to 20 km away.

Some pairs, though, remain faithful to their own
nesting site for many years. One pair | have been
observing for 26 years always return to the very
same locality. The first time I found them using a
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A Fig. 2. Nesting biotope with poplar avenue.
Photo: J. Liptak

Obr. 2. Hniezdny biotop s topol'ovou alejou
Foto: J. Liptak

A Fig. 3. Nesting biotope with line of high-tension py-
lons. Photo: J. Liptak

Fig. 3. Hniezdny biotop s liniou stoziarov vysokého napi-
tia. Foto: J. Liptak

A Fig. 4. Hobby falcon young in a crows’ nest in a high-
tension pylon. Photo: J. Liptak

Obr. 4. Mlad’ata sokola lastovi¢iara vo vrafiom hniezde na
stoziari vysokého napétia. Foto: J. Liptak

crows’ nest in a VHT pylon, but after three years the
crows disappeared from this area. Immediately,
however, the crows’ place was taken by some ravens
which started nesting in the pylon. Since then,
thanks to the ravens, the hobbies have been nesting
in the same pylon every year.

Sometimes it happens that the young ravens pull
the nest to pieces on flying from it, which leaves
nowhere for the hobbies to nest. For this reason I
installed an artificial nest frame in the pylon, made
from boards measuring 60x60x15 cm and filled with
a mixture of earth and woodshavings.

A Fig. 5. Hobby falcon young in a ravens’ nest in a high-
tension pylon. Photo: J. Liptak

Obr. 5. Mlad’ata sokola lastovi¢iara v hniezde krkavca na
stoziari vysokého napdtia. Foto: J. Liptak

Since 1984 ravens have used this every year as
the base for their nests, and even if they take the nest
apart the hobbies can still nest in the frame. The
reason is probably that they have no other nesting
opportunity in this area, but this place greatly suits
them. It is also most probable that during the course
of this period the adult birds in the pair have been
replaced.

I am able to compare past and present patterns of
nesting in VHT pylons. In the 1980’s the hobbies
nested in pylons mainly in crows’ nests. For exam-
ple in 1988 out of seven pairs in pylons, six were in

49



Liptak J: Nesting by Hobbies (Falco subbuteo) in the Kosice Basin (Eastern Slovakia) from 1996 to 2005.

Fig. 8. Hobby falcon (Falco subbuteo) with young in a  Obr. 8. Sokol lastovi¢iar (Falco subbuteo) s mlad’atmi vo
crows’ nest in a poplar. Photo: J. Liptak vraiiom hniezde na topoli. Foto: J. Liptak
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crows’ nests and just one in a ravens’ nest (Liptak in
Danko 1988), and in 1989 out of 15 pairs, 11 were in
crows’ nests and four in ravens’ (Liptdk in Danko
1989). Table 3 shows, however, that in the last few
years the trend is the opposite, that hobbies nesting
in VHT pylons now almost always use only ravens’
nests. This is connected with a negative population
trend among crows and increasing population dy-
namics among ravens during the 1990’s (Danko et
al. 2002), when there was also a marked increase in
the numbers of ravens nesting in pylons. The num-
ber of hooded crows is falling partly due to changes
in local agricultural usage (declining use of pastures
and manure heaps). In the KoSice Basin nowadays
crowsonly rarely nest in VHT pylons.

Nesting in VHT pylons provides hobbies protec-
tion against their natural enemies, especially gos-
hawks (Accipiter gentilis) and pine martens (Martes
sp.). From here they get a very good all-round view
of the surrounding country, as well as the measure of
height which is so important for falcons. On the
other hand, the nest and the young have no protec-
tion from rain and wind, and it can also happen that
lightning strikes the pylon itself.

In wet years there are more losses from these
nests than from those in trees. Another dangerous
phenomenon is the inclusion by crows and ravens in
their nest litter of lengths of string negligently left in
the fields by farm workers. Not only young birds but
also adults can become tangled in the string. I have
always checked for this when visiting nests.

Hobbies have nested on artificial frames 11 times
in this area. They only made use of a frame when
they had no other nesting opportunity. Installation of
frames is a possible means of enabling nesting to
succeed in a particular year, but not of increasing the
number of nesting opportunities.

In conclusion I would like to mention an interest-
ing observation from 2003. A hobby which had been
unsuccessful in nesting (I found egg-shells below the
nest) still remained on the nest. A young kestrel
(Falco tinnunculus) came flying from a nearby nest
and perched below the hobby’s nest, and on 26th
July T twice observed the hobby giving the young
kestrel food. On the following three days the young
kestrel camme again, but I did not observe any more
presenting of food.

Suhrn

Na Slovensku je o sokolovi lastovi¢iarovi malo
podrobnejsich poznatkov. Vo vhodnych biotopoch
hniezdi na celom tizemi §tatu, aj ked’ nie vo velkom
pocte. Pravdepodobne sa jeho pocetnost’ unas
v poslednych desatro¢iach nemeni (Karaska & Dan-
ko 2002). Poslednych 25 rokov sa prisposobil hniez-
deniu v hniezdach krkavcovitych vtdkov na stozia-
roch velmi vysokého napitia (VVN). V obdobi
rokov 1996 az 2005 som sledoval tento druh v Ko-
sickej kotline. Uzemie o rozlohe 1000 km? zasahuje
do 12 kvadratov databanky fauny Slovenska (DFS)
(Obr. 1). Nadmorska vyska tizemia sa pohybuje od
160 do 450 m nad morom. Viacsinou je to pol'nohos-
podarsky vyuzivana krajina s pasmi topola kanad-
ského (Populus canadensis), vysadenymi popri
vodnych tokoch, odvodnovacich kanaloch a vo vet-
rolamoch. Juzna Cast’ kotliny je rovina ana severe
prechadza do pahorkatiny. Su tu aj mensie dubové
lesiky. Cez izemie vedu 2 trasy VVN.

Pri sledovani boli vykonavané 3 ziakladné kontro-
ly:

1. VyhPadavanie hniezdnych parov. Prebichalo
v juni, ked vtaky sedia na znaskach.

2. Kontrola mlad’at na hniezdach. V juli sa zisto-
val pocet mlad’at starSich ako 10 dni.

3. Kontrola vyvedenych mladat.
v auguste, ked’ mlad’atd opustali hniezdo.

Prebiehala

Vysledky

Vysledky pozorovani o hniezdnej uspesnosti st
v Tab. 1, poétu vyletenych mlad’at z Gispesného
hniezda v Tab. 2 a spdsobu hniezdenia v Tab. 3.

Bolo zistenych 218 hniezdeni, z toho na stozia-
roch VVN 126 krat a 92 krat na strome. Na stro-
moch boli hniezda na topoli kanadskom (Populus
canadensis) 91 krat a raz na agate (Robinia pseudo-
acacia). Na stoziaroch VVN hniezdili lastovi¢iare v
hniezdach krkavcov 90 krat a v hniezdach vran 24
krat. Celkom hniezdili v krkav¢ich hniezdach 90
krat, vo vranich 110 krat a 18 krat vyuzili moznosti
v hniezdach inych druhov vtakov: straka ¢iernozoba
(Pica pica) 5 krat, orol kral'ovsky (Aquila helica) 1
krat, mySiak lesny (Buteo buteo) 1 krat a 11 krat
pouzili umell hniezdnu podlozku. Na umelych pod-
lozkach hniezdili len vtedy, ked nemali inli moz-
nost. Posledné roky vrany hniezdia na stoziaroch
zriedkavejsie.
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Hniezdna hustota sokola lastoviCiara v lepSich
biotopoch Kogickej kotliny je 47 parov na 100 km?,
inde su to 0-2 pary na 100 km?”. Najblizia vzdiale-
nost’ medzi dvomi hniezdiacimi parmi bola zistena
v roku 2005 — len 340 m.

Priemerna uspesnost” hniezdenia bola 69 % a 31
% tvorili straty, ked’ z hniezda nevyletelo ani 1 mla-
d’a. Priemerny pocet mlad’at na hniezde bol 2,35
mlad’ata na hniezdo a priemerny pocet vyletenych
mladat na vSetky hniezdne pary bol 1,56.

Najskorsi prilet zo zimoviska k ndm za spomina-
né obdobie som zaznamenal 12.4.2003, najskorSie
sedenie na vajickach 26.5.2003 a posledné pozoro-
vanie esSte nevyletenych mlad’at na hniezde 2.9.2004.

Jeden par lastoviciarov hniezdi na tej istej lokali-
te uz 26 rokov a v tom istom hniezde 23 rokov.

Pozorované bolo predavanie potravy sokolom
lastovic¢iarom, ktory mal netspe$né hniezdenie mla-
dému, uZ lietajicemu sokolovi mysiarovi (Falco
tinnunculus).

A Fig. 6. Wooden platform with hobby falcon young in a
high-tension pylon. Photo: J. Liptak

Obr. 6. Drevena podlozka s mlad’at'om sokola lastoviciara
na stoziari vysokého napdtia. Foto: J. Liptak
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