
ICBP  Technical  Publication  No. 5, 1985 

THE STATUS, ECOLOGY AND CONSERVATION 
OF THE MAURITIUS KESTREL 

CARL G . JONES1 & A . WAHAB OWADALLY2 

1 c/o  Forestry  Quarters , Black  River, Mauritius 
1 Conservator  of  Forests,  Forestry  Service,  Curepipe , Mauritius 

A B S T R A C T 

This paper summarizes efforts  made to conserve the Mauritius Kestrel since 1973. Restricted 
to a small remaining area of  native evergreen forest,  the total population is now estimated 
at only c. 15 individuals. The feeding  ecology and breeding biology of  the species are 
described, together with the causes of  its decline. Various techniques employed in efforts  to 
ensure its survival are discussed, chiefly  habitat management and captive breeding. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

The Mauritius Kestrel (Falco  punctatus) had been studied since early 1973 and its 
life  history is now fairly  well known. It is a distinctive island form,  the males 
averaging 130-140g and the females  160-170g. There is no readily detectable 
difference  between adults and immatures, as all have the female  type plumage. 
The species has evolved in the evergreen sub-tropical forests  of  Mauritius and 
occupies a niche similar to that of  an accipiter. In morphology and behaviour it 
also shows convergence with accipiters, with short rounded wings and a dashing 
hunting technique. 

Considerable attention has been focused  on this kestrel because of  its extreme 
rarity and apparent impending extinction. In 1974 the world population was 
stated to be only six individuals, including two in captivity. Since then the kestrel 
is thought to have increased slightly in the wild, but it still remains critically 
endangered at fewer  than 15 individuals. 

D I S T R I B U T I O N A N D S T A T U S 

Kestrels are now restricted to an area of  no more than 50km2 in the south-west of 
the island, an area of  precipitous cliffs  and steep ravines. They are not uniformly 
distributed in this area, since they frequent  the best sections of  native forest, 
including the Black River Gorges, Magenta Scarp and the Tamarin Gorge. 
McKelvey (1977a) gives their range as being less than five  square miles (13km2), 
but this is an underestimate. In the past the population was probably well 
distributed all over the island, but today it occurs mainly in areas classed as upland 
forest  and this has probably always been the main habitat. The forest  in its climax 
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is characterized by four  well-stratified  layers, with trees reaching 25m in the upper 
stratum. The canopy is open and may contain up to 12 species. The dominant trees 
belong to the Sapotaceae, and include Sideroxylon  major, Labourdonnaisia 
glauca  and Sideroxylon  puberulum.  The forest  is dense and little light penetrates 
to the floor.  A large proportion of  the trees are endemic to Mauritius or the 
Mascarenes. 

When the island was first  colonized, a large portion of  the upland was covered 
with a tropical evergreen montane forest,  but by 1937 this upland climax had been 
reduced to only 18km2. Since then, further  denudation has been caused by 
cyclones and subsequent colonization of  the disturbed areas by exotic vegetation. 
The kestrel is now mainly found  in sub-climax forest  where trees rise to about 
15m. It is absent from  areas that are heavily degraded and simplified  by a few 
species of  exotic plants. 

Most accounts state that the kestrel is rare and localized; those published in the 
1950s suggest that it was approaching extinction. By 1970 the population was 
thought to number between six and ten pairs (Temple 1977). In April 1973 only 
eight or nine individuals could be located, and two of  these soon disappeared, 
believed shot. A pair was trapped at the end of  the year for  captive breeding. The 
female  died and a replacement was caught in 1974, leaving only two known pairs 
in the wild (Temple 1977). 

Since 1974 the population has probably increased, and at the end of 1976 
McKelvey (1977a) estimated that there were eleven birds, five  of  which were 
raised that year. A year later the population was thought to consist of 14—15 birds, 
a number that has probably remained stable since (Jones 1980). Caution is needed 
with the data, because the kestrel is an elusive bird, living in rugged terrain 
difficult  of  access. The numbers since 1973 are also in some cases likely to be 
underestimates, since non-breeders are especially difficult  to locate. Breeding 
pairs may occasionally have been overlooked, and probably not all attempted 
nestings were noted, especially those that failed  at the early stage. During every 
breeding season from 1973/74 to 1981/82, 0-3 breeding pairs only have been 
located, with a mean production in the wild of  2.6 young per annum. 

Since 1973 a pair have been seen frequently  on Brise Fer Mountain at the mouth 
of  the Black River Gorges. It has been suspected that this pair were tree-nesters, 
but the site was never found.  In 1977, a pair in this area frequented  a cliff  site but 
did not breed (P. Trefry  in litt.  1977; McKelvey 1977b). 

F E E D I N G E C O L O G Y 

The kestrel is adapted to hunting in the sub-tropical montane forest,  where it 
specializes on lizards. Temple (1977) records that it feeds  on roughly equal 
numbers of  lizards and birds, especially the Grey White-eye (Zosterops bor-
bonica). Staub (1976) claims that the Grey White-eye is the favoured  prey, while 
McKelvey (1977a) notes that Phelsuma geckos form  more than 50 percent of  the 
diet. These geckos comprise 94 percent of  218 identified  food  items delivered to a 
nest observed at the end of 1981. A range of  other prey items are occasionally 
taken, including the House Shrew (Suncus  murinus) (Meinertzhagen 1912; Jones 
& Owadally 1981) and several of  the introduced reptiles and passerines (Staub 
1976; Guérin 1940; Jones 1980; McKeIvey 1977a, 1977b). 

Several searching and hunting strategies are used by the kestrels. The frequen-
cies of  these are difficult  to determine because most hunting is below the canopy, 
out of  view of  the observer. Still-hunting is the most commonly seen searching 


