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Summary 

A comparison between early reports of the Striated Caracara as ‘very 

numerous’ and the recent surveys of breeding birds shows that the 

population is now a very small proportion of what it was two centuries ago.  

Given its rarity, the Government and people of the Falkland Islands have an 

obligation to protect this globally, Near Threatened species.  It may only be 

surviving in the Falklands because adequate prey and suitable nesting 

habitat exist on the outer uninhabited islands, where it is free from 

persecution.  The 2006 survey has shown that the breeding population of 

the Striated Caracara is not increasing despite the protection given by the 

1999 legislation.  Further research is essential.  The Striated Caracara is 

important within the biodiversity of the Islands and should be investigated 

fully so that its future can be assured. 

 

Background 

The Striated Caracara (known locally as ‘Johnny Rook’) is a natural 

inhabitant of the Falkland Islands.  Radio-carbon dating of sub-fossil bones 

found in peat deposits on West Point Island proves that it was present in 

some numbers 5,500 years ago, about five millennia before sheep were 

introduced.  It was recognised as a very unusual bird of prey from the 

earliest days of settlement in the 18th century.  Barnard (1812) said the 

species was very numerous on New Island and during his two visits to East 

Falkland in March and April 1833 and 1834, Charles Darwin found it to be 

not only ‘exceedingly numerous’ but ‘extraordinarily tame and fearless’.  He 

said that it ‘constantly haunted the neighbourhood of houses to pick up all 

kinds of offal’ and described it as ‘very mischievous and inquisitive, 

quarrelsome and passionate’. 

 

In 1908 it was officially classed as a pest of sheep farming when it was 

included in an Ordinance for the Destruction of Birds of Prey.  However, by 

1922, the Government Naturalist (James E Hamilton) stated that it had been 

subjected to ‘a remorseless process of extermination’ and its numbers on 

East and West Falkland were very low.  Hamilton pointed out to the Falkland 

Islands Government (FIG) that ceasing the payment of bounties ‘would 

remove from Government the liability to reproach from scientists that 
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encouragement was given to the extermination of one of the ornaments of 

the local avifauna’ (Woods and Woods 1997).  Bounty payments by FIG 

ceased about 80 years ago but the relationship between ‘Johnny Rooks’ and 

the sheep farming industry has remained controversial. 

 

A Striated Caracara Survey was carried out in 1997 and 1998 at the request 

of FIG to record, as far as possible, their distribution and abundance within 

the Falklands and to establish a basic methodology for monitoring the status 

of this species in future.  The survey report was taken into account when 

drawing up new conservation legislation. 

 

BirdLife International (2000) classified this species as Near Threatened due 

to its restricted geographic distribution and small population and it now 

receives official protection under Falkland Islands law, through the 

legislation of the Conservation of Wildlife and Nature Ordinance 1999. 

Clauses exist which allow limited killing following written application to FIG 

and the granting of a licence but these have not been widely used.  Opinions 

on the detrimental/beneficial effects of ‘Johnny Rooks’ on sheep 

farming/tourism still differ widely between landowners.   

 

Introduction 

Due to time and funding limitations a complete survey was not possible.  

The 2006 fieldwork was planned to investigate some of the islands surveyed 

in November 1997 or November 1998 and a few not previously visited.  

Consideration was given to carrying out the survey from late December to 

late January, when nestlings would be growing, becoming vocal at nests and 

probably easier to locate.  However, availability of the charter boat was 

limited to November so the results of the two surveys were directly 

comparable. 

 

Three surveyors were involved for the whole month: Michael Morrison and 

Robin Woods, both of whom carried out the 1997 and 1998 survey and 

Gavin Harrison, a volunteer from Edinburgh Zoo which has supported 

Falklands Conservation financially.  Giselle Botha, a yachtswoman from 

South Africa, came for the first fortnight while Jonathan Meiburg, who 
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participated throughout the 1997 survey and had since completed graduate 

studies on Striated Caracaras at the University of Texas, joined us for the 

last fortnight.  Rikki Evans, crew from the Condor, helped on North Fur 

Island.  In the same breeding season, Michael and Jeannette Clarke and 

Adrianna Merrey counted nests with chicks on Saddle Island. 

 

 

 

Gavin, Giselle and Mike following an adult; bull Elephant Seal hauled out 

 

 

 

The Condor, owned and skippered by Michael Clarke, collected us from 

Carcass Island on 2 November.  On 3 November, Harpoon, Outer and 

Double Islands in Queen Charlotte Bay were visited and checked for any 

signs of rats since rat eradication work by Falklands Conservation in 2001 

and Condor reached Bird Island off Port Stephens camp on 4 November.  

Here the team camped in tents for three nights before travelling north and 

visiting The Twins off Carcass Island on 9 November.  Two large islands, 
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Elephant Jason (10-13 November) and Grand Jason (13-18 November) were 

surveyed from temporary camps.  Two nights were spent on Flat Jason (20-

21 November), four nights on Steeple Jason and two of the team camped 

from 30 November to 2 December on South Jason.  Other islands were 

visited on day voyages from West Point or Carcass Islands.  Partial surveys 

of West Point and Carcass Islands were made up to 4 December and Saddle 

Island was surveyed on 20 January 2007. 

 

 
Condor off Twins North with Carcass Island behind 

 

Equipment 

Island sketch maps were copied, enlarged and coastlines traced from the 

appropriate 1:50,000 DOS map, published in 1960 or 1961.  For ease of 

use, maps were drawn to different scales to fit A4 sheets and were carried in 

Weatherwriter® cases with an attached pencil and eraser.  We also had two 

Global Positioning System (GPS) units, spare batteries, two small 

compasses, a portable 2m transceiver for communication with Condor, a 

video camera from Edinburgh Zoo, digital cameras and sealable sample bags 

for collecting prey remains.  Other personal equipment included field 

notebooks, sun block UV protection cream, a small First Aid kit, painkillers, 

binoculars, extra warm and waterproof clothing, food and water. 
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Data Collection 

Traversing rugged coasts on uninhabited islands is potentially dangerous and 

we therefore worked mostly in pairs or with three or four together.  The 

mapping methods used in 1997 and 1998 were modified slightly, though 

surveyors again where possible, walked the coastlines of islands looking for 

adult birds.  On some islands with deep gulches or steep cliffs it was 

necessary to divert inland through the tussac, while still trying to retain 

views of coastal nest sites.  Surveyors continually watched and scanned with 

binoculars for evidence that adults were standing in territories.  When an 

adult was sighted, surveyors approached carefully, often having to push 

through dense tussac, looking for the probable mate and any territorial 

behaviour.  Immature birds were noted, particularly when they were 

interacting with adult pairs; usually being chased away from nest sites. 

 

Nest sites were numbered sequentially for each island separately, rather 

than in a continuous sequence as before.  A GPS reading was taken of pairs 

or sites wherever possible and this was usually recorded simultaneously on a 

map and in a notebook.  In areas with a dense population (where several 

adults were visible at any one time) great care was needed to distinguish 

adjacent pairs.  With four observers, this was possible but it was sometimes 

difficult to separate adult pairs from their neighbours when some nests were 

as close as 50m from each other and occasionally, single adults followed the 

surveyors for 100m or more. 

 

Almost all pairs were behaving territorially even though some nests were 

empty.  Other nests were inaccessible on dangerous slopes or cliffs, but as 

our aim was to obtain evidence of all occupied territories, it was not 

necessary to see the contents of every nest.  We did however, note a few 

locations as ‘probable’ sites (not included in the total) through the presence 

of single birds, apparently on watch in a territory, but where we could not 

locate a nest or see a mate. 

 

Evidence of an occupied territory was based on the following observations: 

• An empty completed nest with nearby adults obviously involved  

• A nest containing one or more eggs or chicks 
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• An adult sitting tight on a nest 

• Squeaking calls by one or both adults, with restless walking and 

distraction pecking at the ground 

• One or both adults chasing or attacking immature birds approaching a 

probable nest site 

• ‘Head-throwing’ display with very loud squawking calls; this was 

particularly important for identifying pairs where a nest was hidden 

but care was needed as this behaviour was also observed when pairs 

met away from their nest sites.   

 

 

 

 

Striated Caracara pair displaying on Bird Island 

 

 

 

On Steeple Jason and North Fur Islands, two teams operated separately and 

it was then necessary to confer on shore or the boat to check all the sites 

and annotations on the field maps and record them permanently in a 

notebook.  Additional records of nest sites and materials, their aspect, 

height above beach level and distance behind high water mark were usually 
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recorded for possible comparison with previous records.  We also recorded 

evidence of prey obtained from scattered feathers found at plucking sites. 

 

Occupied territories were recorded in three categories.   

• A nest with contents (either eggs or young birds) was plotted with a 

solid circle. 

• An empty nest obviously in use or with an adult sitting was plotted as 

an open circle with a diagonal slash. 

• Where a nest could not be found but a pair was acting territorially 

towards immatures or the surveyors, an open circle was plotted. 

 

The number of eggs or nestlings seen was recorded on the map and in a 

notebook.  Digital still images were made of several nest sites on each 

island; these images have since been labelled with site numbers.  Digital 

video film was made at some nests by Gavin Harrison.  He also recorded the 

island habitats and interviews with other surveyors, commenting on the 

purpose of the survey and the importance of some islands visited. 

 

A UTM grid reference was noted for many sites, but unfortunately the GPS 

instruments automatically calculated this in Zone 20 because that is the 

baseline used for the western Falklands archipelago.  The maps, on which 

our sketch maps were mostly based, used Zone 21, which meant that the 

UTM references were ineffective, except when both grids were marked.  The 

latitude and longitude in degrees, minutes and decimals of minutes were 

recorded from the GPS readings and these were invaluable later when 

plotting and checking the final maps.  Greatly improved outlines, showing 

coves, inlets and gulches, were obtained by using the Google Earth® 

program.  Inputting the latitude and longitude co-ordinates, it was possible 

to locate sites more accurately than on the enlarged outlines of the old 

maps; therefore some maps have been redrawn using Google Earth®. 
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Results of the Survey 

During the 2006 survey we visited 18 islands from Bird Island in the south 

to the Jasons.  TABLE 1 comprises a list of islands with the dates visited, the 

duration of the visit and initials of the surveyors involved. 

Appendix 1 contains copies of the final sketch maps with the 305 Striated 

Caracara territories plotted in the three categories described above. 

 

Records in chronological order by islands with the site numbers and a 

cumulative total of sites for the whole survey are shown in TABLE 2.  Data 

include the status of each site, any parental activity and nest contents.  Co-

ordinates are given in latitude and longitude for most sites and in a few 

cases (where a GPS reading was not possible) the UTM Zone 21, 1km-

square, grid co-ordinates. 

Codes used:  AD = adult;  AD ON = adult on nest;  AGGR = aggressive 

behaviour;  AGIT = agitated;  C = chick(s);  CG = calling;  DISP = display;  

E = egg(s);  IMMS = immatures;  INC = incubating;  JUV = juvenile;  NNF = 

nest not found;  NO AGGR = no aggression;  NR = near;  PR = pair. 
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A comparison has been made of the total numbers of confirmed sites 

counted on the islands that were investigated in both 1997/98 and 2006 

surveys.  The figures are given in TABLE 3.  The population generally 

seemed stable on islands visited during both surveys, with maturing birds 

apparently colonising islands where there were few pairs in 1997.  There 

was however, a marked, unexplained decrease on Grand Jason. 

 

 

Table 3  Comparison between 1997 or 1998 counts and 2006 

  
1st 

Survey 
2nd  

Survey 
               

Difference  
  

      Increased Decreased 

Bird 50 50 0 0 
Twins (S.) 2 8 6   
Twins (N.) 2 6 4   
Elephant Jason 22 30 8   
Grand Jason 67 44   23 
Flat Jason 29 26   3 
Sedge 0 4 4   
Hummock 2 5 3   
Steeple Islet 6 7 1   
Steeple Jason 68 63   5 
North Fur 10 16 6   
Carcass 13 16 3   
          
Totals 271 275 35 31 

 

 

As we were unable, in one month, to survey all islands where Striated 

Caracaras breed, records received for islands or mainland areas where they 

were known to breed in 1997-1998 or have since been reported, were taken 

into account.  These are listed in TABLE 4.  Although such figures may be 

out-of-date, there are no other data from which to make an educated guess 

at the unsurveyed population, which may be 40% of the total. 

Calculations suggest that there are possibly about 200 more pairs, giving an 

estimated total Falkland population of about 520 pairs, roughly the same 

size as eight or nine years ago. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

We have little evidence except hearsay of the longevity of adult Striated 

Caracaras in the wild.  Studies of other raptors suggest it is possible that the 

annual mortality of adults is about 5% and that they live for at least 20 

years.  The breeding population should be increasing given the conservation 

legislation that is in place and the protection to all the major sites, which are 

either FIG or Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) Reserves. 
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Appendix 2  contains spreadsheet calculations of survival and productivity 

based on the total number of breeding pairs estimated in 1997 & 1998 

(Tables 5 to 11).  Mortality rates are based on figures published for raptors 

of similar size (Campbell & Lack 1985). Tables showing productivity in terms 

of juveniles fledged and theoretical mortality rates for juveniles and adults 

for the period 1997-2006 allow comparisons between different possible 

annual mortality rates and their effects on the size of the whole population.   

 

Experimental calculations suggest that the size of the current breeding 

population can most probably be accounted for by the assumption that on 

average a pair raises only 1.5 chicks annually, that the mortality of juveniles 

is as high as 75% and that an annual mortality rate of 5% is reached in the 

5th year of life.  If the juvenile mortality rate was 60%, there should now be 

more than 600 breeding pairs, using the suggested annual mortality rates 

and including the surviving adults.  However, no evidence of a substantial 

increase was found so it seems that a postulated first year rate of about 

75% is probably near the actual mortality rate.  

 

Research 

The 2006 survey of distribution and abundance has shown that despite the 

protection given by the 1999 legislation, the breeding population of the 

Striated Caracara has not increased since 1998 and is relatively static at 

about 500 pairs.  The reasons for this are not understood and further 

investigation is required.  Possible explanations include:  

• lack of food, especially during the months when some of the prey 

species are at sea  

• shortage of suitable breeding habitat in tussac grass  

• continued destruction by humans. 

This survey has demonstrated that research is essential to identify the 

factors controlling the Falkland population.  The following actions should be 

taken: 

• as a priority, the breeding population must be monitored on at least 

one island through a carefully planned and intensive ringing scheme 

including adults and fledged juveniles 

• follow-up fieldwork will include detailed studies of diet, behaviour, 
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population dynamics, dispersal movements and the survival of 

individually marked birds over several years.  

Of parallel importance: 

• the incidence of damage to livestock by Striated Caracaras and as 

reported by farmers must be assessed and data on its frequency and 

effects obtained 

• non-judgemental discussions with farmers and direct observations of 

Striated Caracara behaviour are essential 

• the assessment of the impact of Striated Caracaras on sheep farming 

should involve several farms and farmers.  

 

Aspects of the research needed to understand the population dynamics, 

behaviour and ecological requirements of this very unusual raptor are 

outlined below. 

 

Habitat 

• What are the optimum habitat requirements of the species? 

• How is territory size affected by habitat and potential food-sources? 

• How close must a pair be to sources of food for breeding to be 

successful? 

• Is availability of suitable habitat limiting its distribution within the 

Falklands?  

• Is tussac grass essential for successful breeding? 

• What are the impacts of experimental reinstatement of habitat, such 

as tussac grass restoration?  

 

Behaviour 

• Are mates faithful from year to year? 

• Do pairs re-use the same nest-sites annually? 

• What is the significance of threesomes at a nest? 

• At what age do they start to breed? 

• Are juveniles and immatures more inquisitive than adults? 

• Can a scale of attractiveness of familiar/novel objects (living, dead or 

inanimate) be devised by experimental methods with birds of different 

ages? 
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• Can individuals or groups be diverted away from potential prey by 

providing alternative food in winter? 

 

Diet 

• What are the most important prey species?  

• Is there seasonal variation in preferences? 

• Are there local differences in importance of prey species, for Striated 

Caracara populations in the Jasons group, on Bird Island and 

Beauchêne Island? 

 

Population dynamics 

• What effects do variations in habitat and competition with other 

predators have on maintenance of viable populations? 

• What is the age-composition of flocks at different periods of the year 

e.g. in autumn, during winter, in spring and during the breeding 

season? 

• Do maturing birds preferentially return to their natal islands? 

• At what age do maturing birds start courtship, pairing and 

establishing potential breeding territories? 

 

 Migratory movements 

• What controls dispersal or nomadism of immature birds and how does 

their behaviour relate to the adult breeding population? 

• How long do groups of immature birds stay at settlements? 

• Do maturing birds tend to return to their natal islands and at what 

age? 

 
Distribution - restricted range 

• Why is the species restricted to the Falkland archipelago and islands 

off Tierra del Fuego? 

• Has it failed in competition with other, more aggressive or vigorous 

species or introduced predators?  

• Is this limited range a function of its specialised feeding habits?  

• How far is it dependent on colonially-breeding seabirds?   
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Sea Lions on Grand Jason: Striated Caracaras feeding on faeces 

 

Conflict with sheep farming 

• How does the apparent threat to sheep from the Striated Caracara 

compare, in terms of losses of livestock, with other known threats to 

their welfare such as exposure to inclement weather, especially when 

lambing or at shearing times? 

• How can the perceived conflict with the interests of some sheep 

farmers be quantified? 

• Would altering shepherding practices reduce the impact of Striated 

Caracaras, for example with different lambing times? 

• Could acceptable measures be devised to mitigate any losses shown 

to be caused by Striated Caracaras? 
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Appendix 1. 

Copies of the sketch maps of the 15 islands visited in the Survey with 

territories of Striated Caracaras identified.  These are listed in order of visits 

except that Grand Jason and Steeple Islet are on the same map but were 

surveyed on different days. 

 

1.  Bird Island 

2.  The Twins (South) and The Twins (North)  

3.  Elephant Jason 

4.  Grand Jason and Steeple Islet 

5.  Flat Jason 

6.  Sedge Island 

7.  Hummock Island 

8.  Steeple Jason 

9.  South Jason 

10. West Point Island 

11. North Fur Island 

12. Carcass Island 

13. Saddle Island 

 

Key 

Occupied territories were recorded in three categories.   

• A nest with contents (either eggs or young birds) was plotted with 

a filled circle. 

• An empty nest obviously in use or with an adult present, often 

incubating and not walking off, was plotted as a circle with a 

diagonal slash. 

• a site with adults acting territorially towards immatures or the 

surveyors but where the nest could not be found, was plotted as 

an open circle. 

 

A few sites are marked with a circle, a number and a letter ‘a’ or’b’, 

indicating a solitary adult bird where there was insufficient evidence to 

record a territory. 
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Appendix 2 
Theoretical population survival and productivity 
These calculations are based on several assumptions starting from the 
estimated total of 500 breeding pairs in 1997/98, with 5% average annual 
mortality over nine years.  The projected survival rates detailed on each 
table for 1.5 juveniles or 1 juvenile fledged from each clutch of 3 eggs 
annually from 1997/98 to 2005/06, give estimated numbers surviving for 
each breeding season.  Taking both the adult and juvenile survival figures 
into account, several potential population totals are calculated for the start 
of the 2006/07 season. 
 
 
Table 5:  Projected adult survival, 5% annual mortality over nine years of 
the estimated 500 breeding pairs in 1997/98 
 
Table 6: Projected fledgling mortality, 75% to 5% over nine years with 1.5 
juveniles per pair 
 
Table 7: Projected fledgling mortality, 80% to 5% over nine years with 1.5 
juveniles per pair 
 
Table 8: Projected fledgling mortality, 80% to 5% over nine years with only 
1 juvenile per pair 
 
Table 9: Projected longevity of the 1997/98 cohort, at 1.5 juveniles per pair 
for 500 pairs, 80% to 5% mortality 
 
Table 10: Projected population and productivity from juveniles at 1.5 per 
pair and at six mortality rates over nine years, 1997/98 to 2006/07 
 
Table 11: Projected mature pairs over nine years, assuming breeding 
readiness is reached at age four years 
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In the year 10 columns of Tables 6, 7 and 8, the figures suggest that there 
could be between 852 (Table 8) and 1,566 (Table 6) additional birds over 
nine years.  The suggested mortality rate for the 1,000 adults over the same 
period, implies that about 63% could still be alive, giving a potential total 
population of between 1,482 (Table 8) and 2,196 (Table 6).  These totals 
include all immature birds from the previous four years, many of which will 
die before reaching maturity and it must be noted that only breeding birds 
were counted for the survey. 
 

Table 10 shows the method of calculating the numbers of mature birds (at 

least 4 years old) in 2006/07.  The 6-year totals vary with different 

estimated mortality rates and are the relevant figures when attempting to 

account for the size of the current breeding population.  Table 11 gives the 

results of adding the projected 630 adult survivors to the figures in Table 

10, producing totals of between 898 and 1,987 adult birds, potentially 449 

to 993 breeding pairs. 

 

The summary in Table 11 suggests that to explain the breeding population 

of 500-520 pairs estimated in 1997-98 and 2006, a fledging rate averaging 

1.5 juveniles per pair with a mortality rate of 75% in the first year of life 

would be required. 

 

 

Robin W Woods       18 April 2007 


