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Lesser Spotted Eagle 

COMMON NAME: Lesser spotted eagle 
SCIENTIFIC NAME: Aquila (Lophaetus)  pomarina 
OTHER NAMES: None 
iucN CONSERVATION STATUS: Least Concern ( population declining ) 
DESCRIPTION: A small to medium-sized eagle, nearly entirely brown, although 

preadult stages are heavily spotted. Head and bill small in comparison to 
similar species. Long legs are feathered  down to the toes. Frequently observed 
walking on the ground. 

SIZE: Length: 55-67 cm (22-27 in); Wingspan: 146-168 cm (57-67 in); Weight: 
1.2-2.2 kg (2.2-4.9 lb) 

THREATS: Many individuals are shot during migration, and habitat loss is also 
causing population declines. 

DISTRIBUTION: Lesser spotted eagles breed throughout much of  central and 
eastern Europe; some of  the highest-density populations are in Latvia, Be-
larus, Slovakia, and Poland. The species is also found  throughout much of 
Asia Minor and the Caucasus. Lesser spotted eagles are highly migratory; all 
populations migrate to southern and central Africa.  A disjunct Indian popu-
lation is found  in central India; some authors now consider this a separate 
species (A.  bastata). 

MOVEMENTS: All populations are highly migratory and make long-distance 
movements to Africa. 

HABITAT: Lesser spotted eagles are a bird of  moist lowland and mountain for-
ests. During winter they occur in wet woodland areas, often  found  with other 
species of  eagles. 

DIET: Mammals, birds, insects, amphibians, reptiles. During winter, lesser spot-
ted eagles eat elate termites. 

NOTES: Recent research has demonstrated that in the Baltic states, Belarus and 
Poland, this species regularly hybridizes with the greater spotted eagle. This 
behavior is thought to be unique among wild eagle populations. 



Author's  Biography 
B E R N D - U . M E Y B U R G attaching 
a satellite transmitter to a steppe 
eagle in Saudi Arabia. Photo by 
Christiane Meyburg 

While playing in woods when he was 14 years old, Bernd Meyburg 
discovered a black kite's nest and studied the birds intensively, work that 
culminated in two scientific  publications before  he left  school in 1966. 
During his studies of  medicine and zoology at the Free University Berlin, 
Bernd spent a great deal of  time traveling internationally to study raptors, 
as his home city of  Berlin was surrounded by the Eastern Bloc and cut 
off  from  the surrounding countryside. These studies concerned the lesser 
spotted eagle in Slovakia, the Spanish imperial eagle and the black vulture 
in Spain, the Madagascar serpent eagle and Madagascar fish  eagle, and 
the Javan hawk-eagle in Indonesia. When the Iron Curtain fell  in 1989, 
Bernd was able to expand his studies, to include work on the lesser and 
greater spotted eagles, eastern imperial eagle, steppe and short-toed eagles, 
ospreys, red and black kites, and honey buzzards. To date he has authored 
over 120 publications on raptors. Since 1982, Bernd has been Chair of  the 
World Working Group on Birds of  Prey (WWGBP), which he has 
developed into a global network of  raptor specialists. Together with his 
colleague Robin Chancellor, Bernd has organized several world raptor 
conferences  in Israel, Spain, Germany, South Africa,  and Hungary. He 
also served a term as an International Director of  the Raptor Research 
Foundation. 



LESSER SPOTTED EAGLE, CZECHOSLOVAKIA 
AND GERMANY 

Bernd-U. Meyburg 
I had already become preoccupied with raptors for  two of  my schoolboy 

years when, in 1964, I came across a small book about the lesser spotted 
eagle. Two aspects of  the biology of  this species immediately fascinated  me: 
the so-called Cain and Abel struggle (also known as "cainism," whereby the 
eldest chick kills its younger sibling), and the species' lengthy migration 
routes. The author, Dr. Victor Wendland, who is still the only person to have 
written a monograph on this species, had already established in the 1930s 
that the lesser spotted eagle normally lays two eggs, that two chicks usually 
hatch, but that only one young bird fledges. 

I was interested not only in how and why cainism occurred, but also in the 
question as to whether this phenomenon could be used to protect this en-
dangered species. This was proposed by preventing the death of  the younger 
sibling, thereby doubling the reproductive rate of  the breeding pair. 

The lesser spotted eagle was once widely distributed in Germany but, over 
the twentieth century, its local breeding range had shrunk to a small region 
in the northeast of  the then German Democratic Republic (GDR), to the 
north of  Berlin. Although the nearest breeding site was only some 50 km 
(31 mi) away from  my flat,  it proved impossible to visit. As a resident of  West 
Berlin, all attempts to arrange observation and studies of  these birds were 
unsuccessful.  The Cold War was at its height, and West Berlin, surrounded 
by a Warsaw Pact country, was seen as a particularly bitter enemy of  the 
Eastern Bloc. 

Nevertheless I did not give up, and in 1968 I was able to begin eagle ob-
servations and experiments in Czechoslovakia instead. I managed to make 
contact with local raptor specialists and get the necessary permits to visit. I 
soon made friends  with Jan Svehlik from  Kosice, and his room in his par-
ents' flat  was quickly converted into a laboratory, which we equipped with an 
incubator so we could artificially  hatch the second-laid eggs and hand-rear 
the chicks. 

During this period I continued my field  observations of  the events leading 
up to the death of  the second chick in the nest. In June 1968 I sat in a tree 
hide for  the first  time only some 14 m (46 ft)  away from  an eyrie occupied by 
lesser spotted eagles. I was able to observe and photograph the family  life  of 


