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The Shaheen Falcon Falco 
peregrinus peregrinator is a 
subspecies of the Peregrine Falcon 
Falco peregrinus found mainly in 
the Indian subcontinent and Sri 
Lanka (Dottlinger 2002; Dottlinger 
& Nicholls 2005), central and 
southeastern China, northern 
Myanmar, and Andaman & Nicobar 
Islands (de Silva et al. 2007; Pande 

et al. 2009).  Although limited data is available for the 
Shaheen, based on secondary information, it is a rare, 
breeding resident in India and Sri Lanka, preferring rocky 
outcrops over forest areas (Wait 1931; Henry 1971; Cade 
1982; Brown & Amadon 1989; Weick 1989; Lamsfuss 
1998; Dottlinger 2002; Dottlinger & Nicholls 2005; 
Ramakrishnan et al. 2014).  The subspecies is classified 
as ‘Vulnerable’ in the Sir Lanka Redlist (Hoffmann 
1998).  The population estimation showed 63–82 
breeding pairs in Sri Lanka (Dottlinger & Hoffmann 1999; 
Dottlinger 2002).  It is understood that the population 
has constantly been numerically small.  Tropical raptors 
tend to have smaller populations than temperate 
species (Newton 1979; Deshmukh 1986).  The studies 
on Shaheen Falcon are very scanty in India (but cf. Pande 
et al. 2009).  Our aim was to elucidate the distribution 
and breeding of the Shaheen Falcon on the steep rocky 
slopes in the Nilgiris, Tamil Nadu.

The study area is the Nilgiris District (11.4916 N & 
76.7337 E), Tamil Nadu State  (Fig. 1).  The Nilgiris is an 
ancient land mass thrust upwards at the junction of the 
two major mountain ranges near the southern end of 
India, some 70 million years ago.  A total of 57% of the 

surface of the Nilgiri Hills of the Western Ghats rises over 
1,000m above mean sea level and 43% of that towers 
over 1,800m with the pinnacle at 2,670m.  The total area 
of the district is 2,551km2.  The district is bounded on 
the west by Kerala, on the north by Karnataka and on 
the south-east and south by Coimbatore District of Tamil 
Nadu.  The Nilgiris is mostly a hilly district located on the 
fragile environment of the Western Ghats.  A major part 
of the district is under forest cover (56%), and about 20% 
is under plantation crops.  Average annual precipitation 
is 1,920.8mm. During summer the maximum ambient 
temperature is 21–25 0C and the minimum 10–12 
0C.  During winter the temperature ranges between 
210C–20C.  

Methods: Data were collected from January 2014 
to December 2016.  A 260km transect was established 
along existing roadways that passed through Lower 
(65km) and Higher (195km) elevation areas of the Nilgiris 
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Dfistrfict.  The transects were covered once fin month and 

opportunfisfic  count  also  made  fin  that  survey.    Nesfing 

habfitat search were done fin the rocky mountafin areas off 

Nfilgfirfis.  Once the presence was confirmed, we searched 

the surroundfing rocky clfiffs ffor nests usfing a Celestron 

Power Seeker 60AZ Telescope and Nfikon bfinocular (10 X 

52), durfing the drfier months off November to May. 

A total off 45 sfighfings off 57 (1.27±0.06 SE ER=0.0091) 

findfivfidual Shaheen Falcons were recorded (Ffig. 1; Image 

1).  Most off the records 29 sfighfings off 38 findfivfiduals were 

at a hfigher elevafion off 1,300–2,500 m (2000.6±98.39) 

fin  4680  km  (ER=0.0081).    A  total  off  16  sfighfings  off  19 

findfivfiduals  were  recorded  at  lower  elevafions  off  300–

900 m (761.5±58.54) fin 1,560km (ER=0.012).  A total off 

efight nest sfites were recorded fin the Nfilgfirfis (Ffig. 1); sfix 

nests were sfituated at a hfigher elevafion rangfing ffrom 

1,500–2,500  m,  and  two  nests  were  located  between 

600–800  m.    The  nest  exposure  detafils  show  that  sfix 

nests  were  located  on  the  north-east  ffacfing  exposures 

and two nests were on the south-east exposures.

Lfitle  fis  known  about  the  raptors  off  the  Nfilgfirfis 

mountafin range (Zarrfi & Rahmanfi 2005).  The Peregrfine 

Falcon was the only ffalcon specfies recorded fin the Nfilgfirfis 

(Davfison  1883;  Thfirumurthfi  &  Balajfi  1999).  However  

Ramakrfishnan  et  al.  (2014)  recorded  the  nest  sfites  off 

the  Shaheen  Falcon  fin  the  Nfilgfirfis.    In  thfis study,  we 

ffound that the Shaheen Falcon occurrence was greater 

at  hfigher  elevafions  and  fin  mountafinous  areas.    Thfis 

fis sfimfilar to Srfi Lanka, where most records off Shaheen 

Falcon were also fin the finland fforest area and mountafin 

regfions  (Dotlfinger  &  Nficholls  2005).    Shaheen  Falcons 

tend to nest on rock clfiffs fin the Nfilgfirfis.  Our observafions 

concur wfith Alfi & Rfipley (1987) who reported that the 

Shaheen Falcon fis normally seen as a solfitary bfird or fin 

pafirs that lfive on clfiffs and rock pfinnacles.  In the Nfilgfirfis, 

Shaheen  Falcon  bufilt  thefir  nests  on  rock  clfiffs  ffacfing 

north  east  to  south  east  dfirecfion.    Vengkfitachalam  & 

Senthfilnathan  (2015)  reported  that  long  bfilled  vulture 

Ffigure 1. Dfistrfibufion and breedfing occurrences fin the Nfilgfirfis

Shaheen Falcon nesfing sfites

Shaheen Falcon occurrences fin Nfilgfirfis

Image 1. A pafir off Shaheen Falcon perch on a tree branch near 
Kfinnakorafi.

© K. Vfijay
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50% nests were located in the north facing exposure.  
Brown (1985), Mundy (1982) and Brown & Piper (1988) 
reported that selection of cliff nesting raptors nest 
exposure and direction is based on some criteria such 
as more sunshine, congenial atmospheric temperature 
and wind direction.  The preliminary observation shows 
that the rocky cliffs of the Nilgiri Mountains support a 
breeding population of Shaheen Falcons and further 
studies are required.
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