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Numbers, reproductive success, trends for numbers, hybridization and 

monitoring of the greater spotted eagle Aquila clanga in Poland 

 

Grzegorz Maciorowski 

Eagle Conservation Committee, Poznań University of Life Sciences, gmaqc@up.poznan.pl 

 

First references to existence of a greater spotted eagle (AQC) in Biebrza Valley comes 

form years 1966-1970. At that time A. Dyrcz along with a team have been observing the 

species in 1-3 territories. Since the year 1973 in the valley of Biebrza a German team 

lead by B. U. Meyburg had worked and confirmed the fact of greater spotted eagle 

nesting in southern basin of Biebrza (though further observation of that pair indicated the 

occurrence of A.pomarina male). In the year 1982 W. Łapiński localised a nest of AQC in 

the middle basin (in the territory existing to this day). Not until the year 1990 were the 

polish ornithologists (E.Pugacewicz, G.Maciorowski) to start intensive cataloguing the 

population of AQC in Biebrza Valley. In that period no less than 12 nesting stands of this 

species have been found. Because of the size of Biebrza Valley, first complete 

cataloguing of the greater spotted eagle nesting stands was finished in the second half of 

that decade. Cataloguing was done with help of over 30 volunteers (most of them were 

students of Agricultural Academy in Poznan). Numbers of  greater spotted eagle 

territories in particular pentads changed slightly and estimated in years 1996-2000: 14 

to 16, in years 2001-2006: 12 to 13, in years 2006-2010: 12-17. It should be noted that 

in Biebrza Valley in these periods there were also mixed pairs of lesser and greater 

spotted eagles or those in which at least one eagle was a mature interspecies hybrid. 

Their numbers in the same periods were as follows: 3 to 5, 5 to 6 and 8 to 13 pairs in the 

lest period, that is in the years 2006-2011. 

Most of the greater spotted eagle nesting stands is stable for over 15 years. Most 

unstable stands are those on terrains heavily altered by humans (drained peat bogs and 

carex wetlands changed into any type of grasslands). 

Outside the Biebrza Valley a brood of a mixed pair has been observed, in 2008 on the 

borders of Bialowieza Forest (E. Pugacewicz, oral information) and in 2011 nearby 

Siemianowka reservoir by the Narew River (P. Mirski, oral information), also a breeding 

pair is seen for several years in Lublin Province (S. Aftyka oral information). Lack of 

proper biotopes in the rest of the country rules out the possibility for creation of larger 

greater spotted eagle population outside Biebrza Valley. 

Sadly, situation of polish AQC population is very poor. In most territories breeding is very 

irregular – theoretically in 16 years during which all the nesting places have been 

monitored there should be 304 attempts to breed, which occurred only in about 30% 

cases, in 70% cases birds have not even built nests. Only 5 pairs (26,3% of the total 

population) raised 56 nestlings (66,7 all nestlings from last 16 years). 

Until now, the number of breeding pairs remained stable, although deep habitat changes 

(draining, changes in plant life structure in the valley, intensified crop production, raising 

human impact on the wild parts of Biebrza) can effect in slow decline of the species. In 

the future, negative impact on the number of specimens can also have raising number of 

seeadlers forcing out AQC from best nest stands. 

A phenomenon of raising hybridisation level of the species on the whole territory of the 

valley is being observed. Hybridisation between Aquila clanga and pomarina takes place 

in Biebrza Valley for a long time. The first brood of AQC found by the German team in 

1979 was probably a mixed pair. Extent of this phenomenon is not entirely established – 

in the valley live over 10 mixed pairs (in no less than 4 of them exist mature interspecies 

hybrids breeding regularly). Possibly the extent of this phenomenon will grow in the near 

future (as a result of landscape changes in the valley, which are favourable to AQP. The 

exact extent of hybridisation in the spotted eagle population will be soon discovered as a 

result of current genetic research on about 180 birds conducted in cooperation with Ülo 

Väli. 

  



Greater Spotted Eagle population in Estonia – actual numbers, degree of 

hybridization and monitoring conducted 

 

Urmas Sellis 

Eagle Club, urmas@kotkas.ee 

 

There is no confirmed evidence, but we assume that the Greater Spotted Eagle (GSE) 

has inhabited Estonian landscapes from ancient times, probably even earlier the Lesser 

Spotted Eagle (LSE). Though data about GSE population numbers before the 90's are 

very difficult to use, because of determination errors between GSE and LSE. Therefore 

we have more or less accurate numbers since 1997 (20-30 breeding pairs of GSE), when 

Ülo Väli and Asko Lõhmus prepared their first scientific analyses about population 

numbers in Estonia, based on a few years monitoring activity with GSE and LSE. 

According to the survey conducted by the state, in 2010 only less than 10 pairs breed in 

Estonia. In the years1991-2010, 26 different breeding territories have been confirmed, 

with at least a possibility of breeding. In 2011 only one pure pair of GSE and four mixed 

pairs were found. Whereas the other birds were LSE. At the same time, the LSE 

population was stable with 500-600 breeding pairs (Väli 2011). 

Hybridisation between GSE and LSE has been estimated as one of the major threats of 

GSE population in Estonia (there are certainly other issues, like drainage, degradation of 

foraging areas, etc.). It is probable that hybridisation took place previously, but during 

1988-1997 there were only three confirmed cases (maybe because of little knowledge in 

this topic initially). In 2003, 10 mixed pairs were found to breed in Estonia, and in 2011 

just four. Successively, the mixed pairs usually are replaced with LSE pairs. Into “mixed 

pairs”  we include cases when at least one of the adults is a hybrid or the other spotted 

eagle species. Large-area overlapping of the spotted eagle breeding area has resulted in 

different grade hybrids between GSE and LSE in Estonia and Eastern Europe (Väli et al. 

2010). 

Monitoring has been implemented by Eagle Club since 1994 when the state monitoring 

scheme was started in Estonia. Monitoring of the breeding population was carried out 

after nearly every five years (together with LSE), but during the intervening years the 

monitoring was performed by Eagle Club using a project based approach. So almost 

every year we have data about the monitored  population. Since 2011 the state 

monitoring scheme has changed to an annual survey of the full population in Estonia. 

 

We conclude that the small population in Estonia is very vulnerable and could easily 

suffer as a result of random events. Also we do not see realistic sources from 

neighbouring countries to replace lost individuals. The most remarkable natural problem 

(may be indirectly caused also by human activities) seems to be hybridisation between 

GSE and LSE. The much less numerous GSE will dissolve into the numerous LSE 

population in the not so distant future (Väli et al. 2010). 
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Greater Spotted Eagle (Aquila clanga) in Lithuania: Past and present status 
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 Suspicions about the overlooking of Greater Spotted Eagle (GSE) pairs in 

Lithuania are supported by several factors: The country is within the  distribution range 

of the species and there is an ecological similarity with the abundant Lesser Spotted 

Eagle (Aquila pomarina). Identification of these species under field conditions is difficult 

and the fact that there were similar cases of underestimation of GSE populations in the 

neighbouring countries, I aimed to review the status of the GSE in Lithuania during 1901 

– 2011. Concerning species identification and the complexity induced by the widespread 

hybridization, overlapping in measurements and plumage characters and sexual 

dimorphism- two assumptions were made: 1. GSE – an eagle superficially resembling A. 

clanga based on the contemporary species – specific characteristics.  

2. A. clanga were correctly identified by observers during the target period. 

  I selected three periods for which different methods were used to review the 

status of the species: 1901 – 1987, analysis of previously published sources. 1988 – 

2007 , analysis of published sources combined with the target field works. And finally 

2008 – 2011, analysis of records approved by the Lithuanian Ornithofaunistic Committee. 

In the past (1901 – 1987) Greater Spotted Eagle was very rare but possibly a breeding 

species. Recently (1988 – 2011) in the country only solitary birds were observed and few 

mixed pairs raising hybrids were found. The present status of the GSE in the Lithuania is: 

migrant, vagrant and occasionally mixed pairs with the Lesser Spotted Eagle forming 

species.     

 

  

 

  



Breeding history of Greater Spotted Eagle and hybrids with Lesser Spotted 

Eagle in Latvia 

 

Uģis Bergmanis 

Joint Stock Company “Latvia’s State Forests”, u.bergmanis@lvm.lv 

 

Already at the beginning of the 19th century, ornithologists found discrimination between 

both spotted eagle species difficult and the possibility of hybridization was mentioned. In 

1881 two adult birds were shot at their nesting site, the female being GSE and the male 

LSE (Löwis 1898). Towards the end of the 19th century, at a different place in Livland, 

again both adults were shot at their nesting site, one of them was a typical LSE, the 

other one was  undoubtedly GSE (Transehe 1942). 

A paper on the geographical distribution of sites with supposed breeding of GSE in the 

2nd half of the 20th century was published (Petriņš et al. 1997). The area with the latest 

established proof of GSE breeding in Latvia is positioned in Lubana Wetland. In 1983 a 

pair of GSE was noted in the Pededze region, one of the historic breeding areas. In 1986 

a forester found a big GSE aerie in this Pededze area. Inspections of this aerie provided 

evidence of the successful breeding of GSE in 1987, 1989 and in 1990. Adult birds were 

still noticed in the nesting area in 1991, 1992 and 1995, but breeding activities were not 

observed. Since 1996 adult GSE haven’t been noticed in that nesting area. Although the 

nest had fallen down towards the end of 1990 the annual monitoring of the breeding area 

was kept on until 2001 with particular regard to (breeding) activities of GSE, but no such 

birds were seen. However, in 1999, at a distance of 6 km from that former aerie, a GSE 

was observed sitting on a tree trunk, which had fallen across the River Pededze. 

Since 1994 research activities on LSE are carried out in Eastern Latvia in the vicinity of 

Madona. The inspection of the aeries showed only LSE and mixed pairs LSE/GSE, some of 

the results of these inspections have been published (Bergmanis et al. 2001, Bergmanis, 

& Strazds 2001). From 2003-2007 blood samples of juvenile LSE (n=34) in Eastern 

Latvia were analysed. In two cases (6%) we found that one of the parents was a hybrid, 

F1 x A.pom. and A.pom./F1 x A.pom (Väli et al. 2010). The results of other authors were 

similar (Helbig et al. 2005) – five of the 61 phenotypically pure Lesser Spotted Eagles 

(5%) originating from NE-Germany, E-Poland (Biebrza) and E-Latvia (“Murmastiene”) 

carried the “clanga-type” cluster. 

Phenotypical examinations of 237 juvenile LSE from Eastern Latvia between 1984-2011 

resulted in 6 juvenile eagles showing (different) attributes of GSE: ferruginous head 

instead of the compact nape patch atypical of LSE: rather big and numerous spots on 

medium coverts. Phenotypical examinations of 37 captive adult LSE from Eastern Latvia 

between 1994-2009 resulted in 9 birds (24%) showing attributes of GSE: a dark brown 

iris. 

Conclusions – GSE is a very rare species in Latvia. You can’t speak about a stable GSE 

population, only a few pairs may be breeding in Latvia. 
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