Falcons given a foothold

The arrival of two
peregrine chicks
marks birds’ return
to the region.

By Mark R. Fletcher
News-Leader

It was hunted, poisonet and
almost driven to extinction,

Friday, the federally endangered
peregrine faicon returned to south-
west Missourl,

The Missouri Departinent of
Conservation. and Southwest Mis-
souri State University received two
35-day-oid birds and hope to eventu-
ally relntroduce a total of 16 birds to
the ared.

: Sunvilla Towers, an SMS apart-
ment building, i3 home for the two
birds, It's one of Springfield's tallest
huildings, and tall buildings simu-
late the falcons' natural cliff-
dwelling habitat.

Working from an apartment
reom-turned-falcen-monitoring
office, SMS graduate students and
assigtants will monitor the falcons via
three cameras mounted on the roof,

The two chicks were placed in
one of two “hack boxes” — simuiat-
ed nests — on Sunvilla's roof, The
hirds will be kept in the hack boxes
uritil they're ready to fly.

The falcons are being released in
the city because urban areas have
fewer falcon predators, and there is
an abundance of starlings and
plzeens here for the peregrine fal-
cons to eat, said Jim 1. Wilson. a Con-
servation Department ornithologist.

The falcons will fare well in the
center city because it keeps them
away from hwman hunters and great
horned owls, which letd to prey on

ynung peregrines, said Dr. Don Moll,
professer of biclegy at SMS.

Peregrine falcons were once
native not eniy to Missouri, but to
a}l of North America and the world.

Following World War II, however,
their munbers began to decline. Two
factors in particuiar __the use of the
pesticide DDT and habitat destruc.
tion — were the major culprits.

After DDT was banned in 1972,
their population rebounded, the
Conservation Department said.

Peregrines hunt while flying
and prey on other birds. They make
a streamiined dive. called a stoop,
olten reaching speeds of 200 mph.
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Teaming up with
state omithologist Jim
Wilson (right}, project
coordinator Krista
Deckard puts one of
two 35-day-oid faicon
chicks into a “hack
box" an the roof of
Surnvila Towers on
Friday. It's part of an
effort to reintroduce a
small population of
the endangered birds
of prey lo the area.
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The falcon hits its prey with its foot,
stunning or killing it.

Although adult peregrines prey
mostly on birds like starlings and
pigeons, young peregrines’ feeding
habits are a little different, Wilson
said.

"When they're young (and)
they're first learning to feed, they
take what's easy for them, like chim-
ney swifts and various kinds of song-
birds,” Wilson said.

In other restoration projects, pete-
grines haven't affected songhbird
numbers, Wilson said.

Area bird watchers are encourag-
ing the project.

“We're very supportive of it,” said
Debbie Good, owner of Wild Birds
Unlimited in Springfield. “Seine of the
birds theyll be taking, like starlings,
are detrimental to our native North
American birds,” Good said. “The way
[ see it, we're restoring a balance.”

At this peint, Wilson can't tell if
they're male or female, but the breed-
ers told him both fatcons are male.

The project also has opportunities
for average citizens to participate.

After the birds are released, vol-
unteers will watch where they fly,
and make sure they eat and stay
hydrated, said Krista Deckaxd, pro-
ject coordinator.

“We have a hotline for penple to
report a sighting if someone sees
them,” Deckard said “We'll come
out, and we'll confirm ... it is our bird.

{And) i someone sees one on the |

street ... and (it) can’t fiy back up, call
that hotline 50 we can come get the
bird.” The hotline is 836-6147.

The peregrines for Springfield’s
reintroduction program were pur-
chased from breeders Vic and .Jan
Hardaswick of Centerville, 5.D.

The falcons are “wild raised.” ‘

which means “they (almost) never
see anybody,” Jan Hardaswick said.
"Only time they see us is when we ...
trim their beaks and talons.”

Wilson would like to see pere-
grines established in Springfield, but
“the really ultimate thing would be to
have peregrine falcons colonize out
from these urban areas.”




