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ESSENTIAL INFORMATION FOR SCHOOL VISITS

Contact:  Falconry UK Ltd.

Address: Sion Hill Hall, Kirby Wiske, Thirsk, North Yorkshire, Y07 4EU.

Telephone:    
0l 845 587522.

Fax:
              
01845 523735.

World Wide Web:
www.falconrycentre.co.uk

Location: Well signposted in the village of Kirby Wiske just off the Al67. Between Northallerton and Topcliffe. Easy access from the Al, A61 and A19.

Opening Times: Birds of Prey from March to October inclusive. Every day l0.3Oam to 5.3Opm. Flying times subject to weather are at 11 .3Oam, 1 .3Opm, and 3.3Opm and unfortunately these times cannot be altered due to the routine of the birds.

Disabled Access: Wheelchair access to grounds, birds, gift shop, and toilets.

Educational and other Group Visits: The Birds of Prey & Conservation Centre provides a safe environment for study groups and gives visitors an opportunity to see the birds fly free and also handle some of the birds to give a hands on” experience: also to view the many different species in their aviaries, mews and shelters. The numbers of birds are constantly changing but we have a collection of around 34 different species including 70 birds.

Parties should have an Adult: Child ratio of 1: 6 in the Birds of Prey Centre.


Children £2.50, Teachers and careers free.

Internet café available for information on all aspects of falconry and conservation.


Outside picnic areas or a covered area are available.

Inside study areas are available.

Facilities: Free parking for cars and coaches.

Gift shop and snack bar open everyday, l0.3Oam to 5.3Opm, March to October inclusive.

Toilets in the car park, adjacent to the centre.

Photography: Permitted in Grounds, Birds of Prey & Conservation Centre.

Birds of prey have been associated with people for thousands of years. Falconry is reputed to be the oldest sport in the world, and probably has its origins in the use of birds in hunting for food. Thus falconers are traditionally associated with birds that prey upon animals used as food by people. Falcons, hawks, buzzards and eagles have been used to hunt small birds, pigeons, ducks, rabbits, hares and other species. Today Bird of Prey and Falconry centres are likely to have a wider range of birds, as part of their function is to conserve and maintain stocks of these exciting birds. Falconry UK’s collection includes a number of different species of owl, not usually associated with the ancient sport.

The Centre was opened to give people a chance to see for themselves the unparalleled flying ability of birds of prey. Visitors can examine the birds and study their special adaptations, which have enabled them to achieve their position at the top of the food chain. For many people, the Centre offers a chance to see these beautiful birds much nearer than would otherwise be possible. During flying demonstrations members of the public may have the chance to actually handle some of the birds. A wide variety of birds of prey can be seen in aviaries and in their mews, or houses, in the Centre’s grounds.

Bringing people and birds together at close quarters helps raise public awareness of these fine birds. Young and old will learn of the essential need for conservation.

Predators are the final stage in the food chain. Birds of prey are the top avian predators. Apart from their often-outstanding beauty and their astonishing adaptation to purpose, they provide a good measure of the health of the environment. For predators to be present, there must be a healthy population of food species, many of which may be considered as pests. Maintaining biodiversity is vital to all of us. People are as much part of the environment as birds, or for that matter the wealth of other animals and wild plants. Despite their long association with human beings, birds of prey have suffered in the past from indiscriminate persecution. Sometimes, their feeding habits have conflicted with the needs of farmers and gamekeepers. On other occasions their decline has been unintentional but drastic. In the 1950s and ‘60s pesticides intended to destroy insects on food crops accumulated in the bodies of birds and mammals lower down the food chain. These chemicals naturally concentrated in the bodies of predators. It was eventually proved that this accumulation was responsible for the thinning of the eggshell is of birds of prey, making it impossible for the birds to sit on without breaking their eggs. This led to a dramatic decline in birds of prey all over the world. As people became aware of the scale of this disaster, they started to recognise the seriousness of the threat to wild bird populations. Eventually DDT, and later PCBs, where banned for use as pesticides. Bird of prey populations are now recovering; in some cases, such as the Peregrine falcon, with spectacular success.
Conservation is one of the main reasons for the Centre’s existence. Falconry UK is committed to the conservation and breeding of birds of prey. One of the exciting projects in which the Centre is involved is the Barn owl rehabilitation programme.  Barn owls are widely distributed across all the continents of the world, except the poles. Those in Britain are at the northern limit of their range, and have been in decline for many years. The reasons for this decrease are not clear, but Barn owls are now rare in the UK. It may be to do with habitat loss caused by changes in farming patterns; hedgerows along which the owls hunt have been destroyed and nest sites are disappearing. However, Falconry UK has a nest-box building programme, and a small number of birds bred at the Centre will shortly be released into the wild. Re-release schemes have to be very delicately managed. Captive breeding and release can be a waste of effort. Many reintroductions have failed because the countryside cannot support a new influx of predators, particularly those with such specific needs as the Barn owl. If this scheme and others like it are managed successfully, then our lives and those of future generations will be enriched.

BIRDS OF PREY

Birds of prey are divided into two main groups: those that fly and hunt by day, which are known as Raptors, and night-hunters, or owls.

RAPTORS

Include Falcons, Eagles, Hawks, Harriers, Buzzards, Kites, and the almost exclusively carrion-eating Vultures. Falconry has usually concentrated on birds, which hunt “useful” prey, in other words Falcons, Hawks, Eagles and Buzzards.

Order Falconidae

Falcons
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Falcons are fast-flying hunters. Their wings are long and pointed as an adaptation to speed and agility. They have long tails. In flight their wing beats are strong and rapid, but noticeably shallow. Many falcons “stoop” on their prey; this involves circling high up, followed by a spectacular dive with the wings folded and taking birds on the wing. The Peregrine falcon achieves speeds of well over 100 miles per hour when stooping. British falcons include the Peregrine, Merlins and Hobby, as well as more familiar species such as the Kestrel.

Order Accipitridae
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Hawks

True bird-hawks or Accipiters are few, but the term “hawk” is used widely and sometimes inaccurately to describe a wide number of birds of prey with similar hunting techniques. Hawks have short rounded wings and long bodies. Their wing beats are rapid, alternating with short glides. When hunting they pursue small birds on the wing with a characteristic dodging flight. Their round wings make them very maneuverable and many hunt in woodland, where a falcon would have difficulty because of its outright speed. Hawks found in Britain include the Sparrowhawk and the Goshawk, although breeding Goshawks may be descended from escaped falconers’ birds.

Eagles
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Eagles are large birds with powerful deep beaks. In flight their long broad-ended wings and projecting heads are distinctive. They soar for long periods at great height, swooping down to make a kill. Prey includes rabbits, hares, small deer and other ground-living animals. British eagles include the Golden Eagle and the extremely rare White-tailed or Sea Eagle, which breeds again in this country following a captive breeding and release programme after many years of absence.
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Harriers

Harriers are large, slender birds, which frequent moorlands and reed beds. They have long, slightly narrow wings with “fingered” tips. Their tails are long. Harriers characteristically quarter areas of ground or marsh when hunting, with the wings held in a shallow V. They also occasionally soar, when they can initially be mistaken for buzzards. They feed on small mammals, frogs and chicks of ground-nesting birds; thus they are not usually associated with falconry. However, as harriers are not common, they are the focus of captive breeding experiments at a number of conservation centres. The most common British harrier is the Hen harrier, but Marsh and Montague’s harriers also breed in this country.

Vultures
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Vultures are very large, with long broad wings. They have short tails and necks. As vultures are mainly carrion eaters, many have naked heads and necks.

Buzzards
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Buzzards are smaller than eagles, with broad wings and broad, rounded tails, which are often fanned out in flight. Their heads are not so noticeably large as those of eagles. Buzzards characteristically soar with few wing beats, sometimes at great height. Their prey is usually rabbits or ground-nesting birds, but they also regularly eat carrion, small mammals and amphibians. A variety of buzzards visit Britain but the most frequent breeding bird is the Common Buzzard.

Kites
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Kites have long wings with a distinctive angular attitude in flight. They have forked tails. They frequently bob and glide over open moorland when hunting. Kites are uncommon in Britain, being mostly confined to Wales, where a release programme and heavy protection have been carried out for some years. In the past, kites were a common sight, scavenging on the rubbish tips of Victorian England.

Order Pandionidae

Ospreys
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Ospreys are rare, eagle-like birds. Their wings are somewhat narrower than those of eagles and in flight there is a more distinct angle at the “wrist”. Ospreys hunt by hovering rather clumsily above water, then plunging feet first after fish, which almost exclusively form their diet. Although ospreys turn up in unexpected parts of Britain on passage, the few breeding birds are mostly confined to Scotland.

OWLS

Owls are birds of prey that have become adapted to hunting by night, although some are daytime or crepuscular hunters. Owls are widespread across the major continents. Their adaptations include large eyes, which increase light-gathering power, enabling owls to see in dark conditions.

They cannot see in total darkness but rely on their exceptional hearing to help them locate prey. Some owls have asymmetric ears placed in a facial disc that helps to concentrate sound. Many owls have thick, downy, soft feathers, which help muffle the sound of their movement through the air.

British species include the Tawny, Barn, and Short-eared, Long​-eared and Little owls. Snowy owls breed infrequently in Scotland. They occur in a wide variety of habitats, from open moorland to woodland; Tawny owls are not uncommon in towns.

OUR MOST FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Where Do The Birds Come From?

The birds of prey in our care come from a number of sources. Some, particularly non-British species, are acquired from other falconers. Others are bred at Sion Hill in captivity. Yet more are brought to the centre as the result of road accidents. The latter are passed on to Licensed Rehabilitation Keepers, licensed by the Department of the Environment. They are nursed back to health where possible, then re-released. Sometimes, people bring “abandoned” birds, which they have found to the Centre. This is often a mistake: young birds at the stage of learning to fly should be left alone. Their parents are usually not far away. If absolutely necessary young birds should be moved to a safer place, where their parents will find them and look after them better than most humans.

What Do You Feed Them On?

A variety of foods related to the usual diet of the bird. Venison, rats, rabbit, quail and day-old chicks are common. Occasionally flying birds will take wild prey; as they would in the wild. The day-old chicks come from chicken farms, where male chicks are humanely destroyed as they are of no use in egg production

Where Do The Birds Go At Night?

Back to their mews or hawk-houses. Go to the Hawk Walk to see the birds’ living quarters. Don’t forget that wild birds live outside ALL the time.

How Do You Know That The Birds Will Come Back To You?

We don’t! Getting a bird of prey used to people is a long process, but they are always wild birds, and can choose to fly off if they wish. This is one reason for using jesses which will rapidly deteriorate, or which the birds can tear off if they go off into the wild. Most of the birds know that they have a reliable food supply and care and attention if they return to their handler. There is a very special relationship between a falconer and his birds, built on mutual trust.

Do You Fly All The Birds Every Day?

Yes, weather conditions permitting. No one can force a bird to fly if conditions are not right. If a bird is in moult, then obviously it has to stay at home until its new feathers are in prime condition. The aviary birds have not been trained, and therefore are not usually flown.

Do You Ever Get Bitten?

Every wild animal handler, from a beekeeper to a zoo keeper, and including falconers, can expect to be stung or bitten occasionally. Falconers have to build a trust between themselves and their charges, but everybody has their off-days! The heavy glove worn by the handlers stops any serious damage, but by and large, the birds are extremely gentle.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS USED IN THE FLYING DEMONSTRATIONS

The language of falconry has a long ancestry. many of the terms used in handling birds of prey have passed into common use, although the meanings may have changed over the centuries. The demonstrators often use the following terms when flying the birds.

JESSES: Leather straps attached to the birds’ legs to aid handling. Leather is used because it deteriorates fairly quickly, a useful quality if the bird was to “rake away”, or remain at large in the wild. Modern jesses have a button-release mechanism which ensures that they can be torn off if the bird becomes caught in branches.

HOOD:
Made in different styles. The Anglo-Indian type is used with young birds during training. The Dutch hood is used with older birds. The hood is used in the same way as blinkers on a horse, to quiet the bird and remove distractions during transport.

MANNING: The process of getting a bird used to people. A falcon or other bird of prey must always be considered a wild creature.

BELLS:
used to help the falconer locate the bird when it is flying - sometimes out of sight. Bells have been used by falconers in all cultures that hunt using birds of prey. Fine bells are much prized; some of the best are today made in Pakistan.

LURE:
Only used with FALCONS. The lure is basically a leather pad, sometimes decorated with the wings of the prey, on the end of a long thong. This is whirled in the air by the falconer to simulate a flying bird to attract the falcon back to base.

BLOCKS: A flat seat or perch for a falcon. Different types of birds of prey have different types of feet. Falcons prefer a flatter perch. Blocks can be seen outside the MEWS, or hawk-house.

BOW PERCH: A perch for short-winged birds of prey such as bird-hawks. The bow-perch is designed to resemble the branch of a tree and thus accommodate the feet of the bird.

BEWITJ:
used to fasten the bells to the bird’s leg.

SWIVEL: A swivel is built into the leash which clips on to the jesses when the bird is on its perch. The swivel ensures that the jesses cannot twist and tangle.

SCALES:
A bird of prey, which is used in falconry, must be in perfect flying condition. It is essential that birds are kept at their optimum weight and therefore they must be weighed on a daily basis. This is particularly important with smaller birds such as Merlins, as the weight variation may be very small.

PETTY SINGLE: The toe of a bird of prey.

POUNCES: Talons.

RAKE AWAY: The term used if the bird leaves home.

PITCH: Pitching is the (bad) habit of a bird retreating to a tree and refusing to return to the handler.

OFF ON THE SOAR: A self-explanatory term describing the high soaring behavior typical of many birds of prey, particularly buzzards and some falcons.

CADGE: A frame encircling the body of a “cadger” or helper for carrying falcons. Cadgers were unpaid and had to rely on gratuities collected at the end of the day.

BOUSE: A bird of prey drinking is said to be “bousing”, hence “boozing”.

AUSTRINGER: A handler who uses hawks.

FALCONER:
A handler who hunts using falcons.

MEWS:
Hawk house.

JIERCEL: The male falcon. A descriptive term derived from the French for a third, as male falcons are usually smaller than the females.

ACTIVITIES FOR SCHOOLS

The birds of prey offer a wide variety of potential activities. They are a primary source, which can be used in Art, for observation and drawing, and in English as a starting point for creative writing, including poetry, and for drama. The birds provide an exemplary foundation for scientific study. The following suggestions are not meant to be definitive or prescriptive, but will help when devising topics. Falconry UK provides a series of useful worksheets.

Cycles within Ecosystems

Where do birds of prey fit in ecosystems? They are predators at the top of the food chain. Can they be used as an indicator of the health of an ecosystem?

Consider the energy flow in a given ecosystem. Why do birds of prey spend a lot of time sitting around rather than hunting?

Devise a food web or food chain for a woodland habitat. Compare it with another for a different habitat such as a lake, or a marine environment. Where do the birds of prey fit in?

The Organisation of Living Things?

Look at the variety of groups of birds. What makes certain groups different? Where do birds of prey fit in?

Variation, Inheritance and Evolution.

All birds are highly adapted to their way of life. Consider adaptations to flight-the forces involved, lightweight versus strength, feathers, etc.

Acquire an assortment of bones - your local museum, your butcher or walks in the countryside may help - how do the bones of flying birds differ from those of mammals?

What other means have been adopted by birds to overcome the problems of flight? Look at the structure of a feather. How does it work? Compare the solutions used by birds with other flying animals, such as insects and bats. Compare them with other flying machines. Some insects, such as butterflies, use flexible wings like those of a hang-glider or micro light aircraft. Dragonflies use their wings in a similar way to helicopters. Birds can be compared to fixed-wing aircraft. Watch the birds of prey in their mews houses. Why is it so important for birds to spend so much time preening? Is this more important for birds that hunt?

Human Influences in Ecosystems

What happens if people interfere with ecosystems? If people use methods for destroying part of a food web, what are the likely results? How does this effect bird of prey? Some examples of human interferences are well documented, such as the effects of wiping out birds of prey as “vermin “in parts of the United States in the 1 940s and ‘50s. Archive film is available of towns overrun with mice and rats when birds of prey were taken out of the food chain. What were the effects of the use of pesticides in the 1 950s and ‘60s? Could this have been avoided?

THE BARN OWL
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(Tyto alba)
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The beautiful barn owl with its heart shaped face, striking white under parts and haunting scream is found on every continent of the world.

It has become increasingly rare in other parts of the world and is endangered in the British Isles.

This bird is one of the most skilful hunters of all raptors (birds of prey) and is an especially interesting study in adaptations. For example, its long wings and unique feathers allow it to glide silently, covering up to 100 acres every night in search of rats and mice. Also, the tightly packed facial feathers act as parabolic discs and trap sound waves in much the same way as cupped hands do around human ears. This, combined with the barn owls remarkable ears that are set at different angles that extend almost the entire length of the skull, helps to locate sounds of horizontal and vertical dimensions. Prey can be easily detected by sound alone, even in total darkness.

The barn owl usually breeds in open country and farmlands close to towns. It does not build nests but deposits 5 to 9 eggs on top of accumulated pellets (undigestible bones, etc. regurgitated from the gizzard) in man made structures such as barns, steeples and abandoned mines. It will also nest in tree cavities; underground burrows and abandoned nests, returning to the same site repeatedly. The barn owl is capable of breeding at any time of the year, but when rodents are scarce fewer offspring are produced. When there is an abundance of rodents, two clutches may be produced in a year.

Currently the population of the barn owl is declining due to scarcity of nesting sites brought on by habitat destruction. Many old buildings are torn down and it is hard to find suitable nest spots in modern structures. Also the use of DDT and other pesticides have had severe effects on the ability of the barn Owl to reproduce. It has been determined that one pair of barn owls and their young can consume 25,000 mice in a year. Given that rodents are responsible for approximately

25% of all grain loss worldwide, it is easy to see why we should encourage these beneficial birds of prey to nest near our homes.

BUILD A BARN OWL NEST BOX

Please study the diagram for the proper construction. The sides are first fastened to the front. The back and bottom are attached afterwards. If a top is used it should be put on after the box is installed.

Use one 4 x 8 sheet of 1/2 inch plywood. Be sure to use exterior plywood if the box is to be placed outdoors. Space about 9 drain holes, 1/4 to 1/2 inch in the bottom board. Since barn owls do not bring nest materials to their nests, cover the bottom with one or two inches of wood shavings or peat.  DO NOT PAINT THE INSIDE OF THE BOX.

Make sure upon completion of the box that no nails are protruding out of the wood that could cause injury to the inhabitants. Barn owls really do prefer to nest in buildings. Install boxes as high as possible to lessen human disturbance. This will also help to protect from predators and cats. Remember to face the front of the box into the barn or building. Secure the box firmly on to a stud.

The nest box will also work when wired high in a large tree placed away from prevailing winds.

Rural areas provide the best sites in which to place the box. This includes open grasslands, crop fields and where grain spillage results in high mouse populations. If you are trying to encourage barn owls to nest - DISCONTINUE THE USE OF RODENT PESTICIDES.
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Map of The Centre - (key overleaf)

Key

1. Harris’s Hawk (Parabuteo Unicinctus)
2. Common Buzzard (Buteo Buteo)

3. Harris’s Hawk (Parabuteo Unicinctus)
4. European Eagle Owl (Bubo Bubo)

5. Bengal Eagle Owl (Bubo Bengalesesis)
6. Boobook Owl (Ninox Novaseelandia)

7. Kookaburra (Dacelo Navaeguineae)
8. ……….

9. Great Grey Owl (Strix Nebulosa)

10. Mackinders Eagle Owl (Bubo Capensis Mackinderi)

11. European Barn Owl (Tyto Alba)
12. Crested Serema (Cariama Cristata)

13. Hawk Owl (Surnia Ulula)

14. Lanner Falcon (Falco Biarmicus)
15. Little Owl (Athene Noctua)
16. Gyr Saker Falcon (Falco Rusticolus x Cherrug) and Gyr Lugger Falcon (Falco Rusticolus x Jugger)
17. ……….

18. Crested Caracara (Polyborus Plancus)

19. ……….

20. European Barn Owl (Tyto Alba)
21. ……….

22. Hooded Vulture (Necrosyrtes Monachus)
23. Harris’s Hawk (Parabuteo Unicinctus)

24. Merlin Falcon (Falco Columbarious) and American Kestrel (Falco Sparverius)
25. Striated Caracara (Phalcoboenus Australis)
26. European Eagle Owl (Bubo Bubo)

27. Ferruginous Pygmy Owl (Glaucidium Brasilianum)

28. Common Scops Owl (Otus Scops)
29. Mexican Striped Owl (Rhinoptynx Clamator)
30. ……….

31. Black Kite (Milvus Migrans)

32. Red Kite (Milvus Milvus)
33. Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus Leucocephalus)
34. White Headed Vulture (Trigonoceps Occipitalis)
35. Bateleur Eagle (Terathopius Ecaudatus)

36. White Tailed Sea Eagle (Haliaeetus Albicilla)
37. Russian Steppe Eagle (Aquila Nipalensis)

38. African Tawny Eagle (Aquila Rapax)
39. Ferruginous Buzzard (Buteo Regalus)
40. ……….

41. Grey Eagle Buzzard (Geranoaetus Melanoleucos)

42. Golden Eagle (Aquila Chrysaetos)
43. Goshawk (Accipiter Gentilis)
44. Common Buzzard (Buteo Buteo)
45. Common Buzzard (Buteo Buteo)

46. Common Buzzard (Buteo Buteo)
47. ……….

48. White Backed Vulture (Gyps Africanus)
