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Text by Harald Ehmann and Michelle Watson.

The Grey Falcon is one of Australia’s rarest
raptors. It feeds mostly on parrots and pigeons
but is also known to take reptiles, and small
mammals and large insects when these
become very abundant. It does not build its
own nest, preferring to modify and use the
stick nests of other large birds.

IDENTIFICATION

The Grey Falcon is usually seen singly or in
pairs, occasionally in small family groups and
rarely as groups in inland drought refuge areas.

The Grey Falcon tends to perch within cover
and can be very approachable. The crown,
the face ‘comma’ marking around the eye,
nape, back, wings and tail are grey. The
underside is whitish with some small brownish
spots. The upper side of the wing tips are
blackish grey. It has a yellowish eye ring and
cere and a black-tipped beak. It grows to 43
cm and the orange-yellow legs and feet are
conspicuous in flight.

Its hunting flight is low, direct and swift, and
flushed birds are pursued with deep strong
wingbeats. When seen soaring end-on the
wings are almost level and when seen gliding
from below the outer wing is backswept with the
undersides being predominantly white. When
well spread the tail looks short and its end is

Creekline habitats are often used by Grey Falcons.
Photograph by Rachael Young.

gently rounded, when folded it is slightly tapered.

The Grey Falcon is a relatively uniform pale
grey bird compared to most other similar
species of raptor, which are either uniformly
darker or have significantly contrasting colours
and patterning. Grey falcons could be confused
with the Grey Goshawk, the Black-shouldered
Kite or the Letter-winged Kite, but both kites
have black shoulder patches and all three of
these species have different flight patterns and
a more slender profile when perched .

HABITAT AND DISTRIBUTION

The Grey Falcon occurs very sparsely in a
wide variety of arid habitats including open
woodlands and open Acacia shrublands
particularly on stony and sandy plains,
hummock and tussock grasslands, low
shrublands, and wooded watercourses.

It may also be seen around swamps,
waterholes and bore drains that attract prey.

The Grey Falcon is thought to be mostly
nomadic when not breeding but may also
become a longer term resident in coastal and
moister inland refuge areas (e.g. along the
Cooper Creek and in the Flinders Ranges)
during inland droughts. Many inland Grey
Falcons are believed to migrate north to
over-winter in northern Australia.

Grey Falcon. Photograph by Nick Birks.
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 ® Distribution
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POTENTIAL THREATS TO THE
GREY FALCON

The Grey Falcon is listed as Vulnerable

in Victoria and Rare in all other states
including South Australia. Its breeding range
is considered to have contracted and its
abundance declined since European arrival.
Stock watering points may have benefited
the Grey Falcon by attracting prey.

The estimated total population is fewer than
5000 individuals including about 1000 pairs.
Breeding successes have been reduced by
persistent DDT-related thinning of egg shells.

CURRENT RESEARCH

The dynamics of the distribution and
abundance of Grey Falcons needs to be better
understood in case some whole-of-range or
regional conservation management is needed,
particularly during drought conditions.
Because this species is so rare and therefore
difficult to detect during surveys, observant
outback residents and travellers may be able
to contribute significantly to our knowledge

of this species.

HOW CAN YOU HELP?

If you think you have seen a Grey Falcon
within or beyond the locations shown

on the distribution map please let us know.
Please note the location so that your written
record can be used to find the same place
again. A GPS or map reference would be
most helpful, as would be notes on the habitat.
We will follow up all possible sightings as

part of this study.

HOW CAN YOU CONTACT US?

To report your observation or for further
information about Grey Falcons or this
study please contact:

Community Fauna Officer
P. 08 8671 1083
E. aridlands@saalnrm.sa.gov.au
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