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The Common kestrel strikes a pose for the camera / by Cheng-guang Chen
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Raptors in the Autumn Sky

The Kingdom Reigned by Birds of Prey
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ike the king of the Autumn sky, eagles soaring in
Lthe heavens always catch our eyes. Mankind has
always dreamed of spreading the wings and flying in
the sky — the kingdom reigned by raptors. The images
of eagles are featured on many countries' national
flags and currencies since these lone creatures are
the symbol of elegance, strength, and rareness.

There are less than 500 species of raptors out of
the entire 9,000 bird species in the world. Raptors
have low reproduction and growth rate, thus they
number of breeds and population is relatively low.
Being at the top of the food chain, they have wide
activity areas, making them the indicator species that
reflects the condition of their habitats.

Raptors actually have many different nhames. Dr.
Kuang-ying Huang who has studies raptors for
more than 20 years in Yangmingshan National Park

(YMSNP) taught us how to distinguish them. In
Taiwan, generally, the 32 species of falconitorms are
mostly diurnal raptors, and the 12 species strigiforms
are mostly nocturnal. These species can be further
divided into migratory birds (ex: Falco tinnunculus) ,
passage birds (ex: Butastur indicus) , and resident
birds(ex: Spilornis cheela and Accipiter trivirgatus) .

Perfect Aerial Hunter

So what are raptors' anatomical advantages? First
of all, raptors have excellent visions. Take Buzzards
for example; their visual resolution is many times
better than human's, giving them dominating air
superiority. Their beaks are mostly hook-shaped and
are extremely sharp for tearing flesh. Their claws are
strong, powerful, and sharp at the tip. Combined
with their amazing speed (Peregrine falcons diving
speed can reach 300 km/h) , these tools give them
an advantage in hunting and feeding.

As for nocturnal raptors, or commonly known as
owls, hearing is their strongest weapon. An owl's ears
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can turn audio inputs into a 3D presentation with accurate
distance and orientation information. Also, its special feather
structure makes silent flight possible. Therefore, an owl can
silently approach a prey in complete darkness and quickly go
for the kill. Completely unprepared, its preys will never know
what hit them.

Aside from their superior physique, raptors fascinate us
with their aerial capabilities. Adapted to different physical
limitations and areas of activity, different raptors have their
own flying skills, or sometimes even named after their aerial
features. Take the huge Spilornis cheela for example; its
wing span reaches 130cm, making it a master of gliding and
spiraling — much like a bomber. The smaller Accipiter virgatus
and Accipiter trivirgatus have broad and round wings — much
like agile fighters. The fast Falco peregrinus have narrow and
sharp wings, making them excellent interceptors.
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After grasping the prey firmly with the talons, the Pandion haliaetus
fies away / by Cheng-guang Chen

EWRENSESENHE TIF / E)miEH
Huange was working on raptor banding in the field. / provided by
Kuang-ying Huang

REBRERSEENSIEERERRR / SRR
The dark phase Driental Honey Buzzard (pernis ptilorhyncus) on the
nest. / by Kuang-ying Huang
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Otus elegans botelensis / Kuang-ying Huang

Just as sharks are the king of the sea, raptors' unique
anatomical structure makes them the king of the sky.
Ironically, these perfect hunters are now facing graving
survival threats.

Huang said with a deep sense of grief, “This is not natural
selection. This is ‘human selection.” Animals, no matter how
perfect they are, are still being pushed to extinction by us.”

Tragic Misfortune

First of all, wildlife's habitats are being damaged due
to mankind's over-cultivation that changes landscapes,
affects prey supply, and directly impacts raptors’ survival
environment. Second, humans overuse pesticides and
insecticides, which continue to accumulate by the food chain
and eventually inside raptors. Raptors are also being hunted
down by humans in great numbers, often ended up dead or
in cages. Think about it: A giant bird that is supposed to fly in
the sky is locked in a cage that is too small for the creature to
spread the wings. It really hurts us to see this kind of tragedy
in person.

Naturally, there are still people out there who are trying
to make a difference. Taiwan Endemic Species Research
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Institute in Nantou is home to many raptors met with
misfortune. Being a veterinarian himself, Huang has helped
many wounded or poisoned raptors with other volunteers
and veterinarians. However, in order to keep these efforts
going, public education is the key.

In this regard, efforts from NGO groups are a significant
force besides governmental wildlife policies and national
park tasks. NGO groups' efforts include local conservation
groups, associations, and Raptor Research Group
of Taiwan (RRGT) . Civil efforts are not only seen in
Taiwan's conservation and research but also international
collaborations. A perfect example is the 3" Symposium on
Asian Raptor held in Kenting in 2003.
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Eagle-gazing in the Wild

The only way for conservation to take root is for it to be
“internalized” by the public. One way to achieve this is to
help the public appreciate raptors' beauty by understanding
them. Huang reminded us that one way is to go into the wild
and view their beautiful images through a pair of binocular.

In Yangmingshan, the good spots for viewing raptors
include the highways around Mt. Zhongzheng, Datun, and
Balaka and Yang-chin Highway. Except seldom spotted in
July and August, raptors can be easily seen in the rest of the
seasons. In a sunny morning, it is not difficult to see them
ride the upward current and soring in the sky. Among these
creatures, Spilornis Cheela is the most well-known resident
bird in Taiwan. Its entire body is black-and-brown, with a
distinctive while stripe under its wings and on its tail. Its wide
wingspan not only allows it to circle in the sky extensively but
also helps it in courtship. If you listened carefully to the sound
it makes, you would understand this “most natural sound.”

If you would like to see the magnificent sight of bird
migration, you need to know the appropriate seasons and
locations. Generally, they can be seen in Yangmingshan,
Mt. Guanyin, and Mt. Bagua, in spring and Hsinchu’s Jian-

FE(RREEE) RRSRENEERER - RAML / RECUE
Black kite (milvus migrans) shows its beautiful wings and tail wing as it flies upward /by Cheng-guang Chen
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The chilly Autumn Mans remind us should be carefully to the sound it makes, you would understand this “most

natural sound.” /" by Jin-yuan Dai
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shih Village, Kenting's Sheding and Manchou Township in
autumn. One thing not to be missed is the eagles diving
towards woods almost perpendicularly — known as the
“diving raptors.” In every September and October, migratory
raptors such as Butastur indicus and Accipiter solensis can
be seen in Hengchun. According to the statistics by Yi-
rong Tsai (KTNP) , more than 100,000 migratory birds pass
Hengchun, making this area in the top-10 list of world-class
raptor-gazing locations. The actual number is a lot greater
when measured by radar.

How long can this magnificent sight last? No one can
tell. Due to global warming and environmental changes,
Taiwan's raptor population is undergoing several changes
as pointed out by Huang: 1. The blurry boundary between
diurnal and nocturnal raptors (such as Elanus caeruleus). 2.
Migratory birds become resident birds (Pernis ptilorhyncus)
. 3. Raptors being adapted to urban settings. For example,
Accipiter trivirgatus used to feed in cliffs, but they now hunt
pigeons in city areas and feed in high-rise balconies. They
are also used to urban light and use it for hunting.
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Taiwan is a critical stop in birds" migratory routes, and the
raptors’ survival is seriously threatened if they are hunted
down by people in Taiwan. However, the people in Manchou
Village hunt Butastur indicus not only for economical reasons
but also a sense of rebellion. If the government can work
with the villagers by including the raptors as part of the
ecotourism system, it will be beneficial for nature, locals,
and the government. Huang believes that “the best hunter
should be the best ecotour guide,”because they knew these
raptor's thought.”

Their Suffering Today is Our Fate Tomorrow

The time it takes us to restore raptor population makes the
time it takes us to exterminate them looks like a split second.
Decades of effort are required, thus there is a saying in the
bird society: “Today raptors; tomorrow humans.” This
means that the problems they suffer today may become our
fate tomorrow. Our attitude towards raptors also determines
our own future.

Two thousand years ago, Chuang Tzu expressed his
feelings towards the raptors, “Its back is like a grand
mountain, with wings like clouds hanging in the sky. It soars
high up into the heavens and through the clouds--+”

Raptors' beauty should not be something in the history
books. Let us help these beautiful celestial beings continue
to spread their wings in the heavens.
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Flying towards the ground, the Pandion haliaetus spreads its mighty wings. / by Cheng-guang Chen
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Spilornis cheela has keen eyes and sharp beak like other raptors. / by Kuang-ying Huang
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