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NORTH  AMERICAN  MERLIN  BREEDING  SURVEY

Lynn  W.  Oliphant

Abstract - A total of 864+ North American nestings of the Merlin ( Falco columbarius) are summarized by state and
province. Of these nestings, 812+ occurred since 1950. Productivity figures are presented for 526 successful nests. The
number of nestings of the prairie race of Merlin ( F.c . richardsonii) far outnumbered the other two subspecies and also
exhibited the highest reproductive rate.

The Merlin (Falco columbarius) has been poorly
studied  in  comparison  to  the  other  4  species  of
falcons common to Canada and the United States.
Trimble’s (1975) review of the status of the Merlin
concluded  that  “All  North  American  Merlins  have
recently  decreased  in  reproductive  success”.  He
also concluded that the great plains population (F.c.
richardsonii ) was “in the greatest trouble”. Because
the studies that led to these conclusions were based
upon  very  limited  sample  sizes  and  more  recent
data on Merlins nesting in Saskatchewan indicated
a  rather  healthy  breeding  population  (Oliphant
and  Thompson  1978),  I  felt  that  an  attempt  to
gather more information on the breeding status of
this poorly studied falcon was in order.

Methods
A “Merlin Working Group” was formed at the 1976 Raptor

Research Meeting in Ithaca, New York, and a decision to sum-
marize the breeding status of the Merlin was made at the 1977
meeting in Tempe, Arizona. Letters were mailed to over 60 per-
sons known to have an interest in Merlins, soliciting information
on the historic (pre-1950) and present (post-1950) breeding status
of the Merlin. Summaries were made for each state or province
with person(s) compiling the information indicated. The followng
criteria were used to edit submissions:

1 . Minimum accepted evidence for a “nesting” was a defending
pair seen during the breeding season.

2. Nestings at the same site in different years were counted as
separate nestings (i.e. counted as a nesting for each year).

3. Only banding age nestlings or accurate counts of newly
fledged young (branchers) were accepted for calculation of
young/successful pair.

4. Published accounts of individual nestings (usually in local
natural history journals) were included in the totals but not
generally cited individually.

Results  and  Discussion
Table 1  summarizes the results  of  the informa-

tion submitted. Almost 75% of all recorded nestings
since 1950 were Merlins (F.c. richardsonii) nesting on
the northern great plains. Of these, approximately
85%  were  from  the  Canadian  prairies.  Reproduc-
tive success of this population was generally good
(3-4 yg/successful nest) with the exception of the 7
nests reported for North Dakota that averaged only
2.0  yg/successful  nest.  Although  no  attempt  was
made to extract information from museum collec-
tions,  a  cursory  examination  of  several  large  in-
stitutions  confirmed  that  the  majority  of  Merlin
eggs  collected  during  the  late  1800’s  and  early
1900’s  were  also  from  the  Canadian  prairies.  To
what extent these data reflect the true distribution
and breeding density  of  the Merlin or  merely  the
relative ease of access to breeding areas by humans
is difficult to assess. In any case, concern regarding
the recent reproductive success of F.c. richardsonii
(Fox  1971;  Trimble  1975)  can  perhaps  be  allayed
somewhat on the basis of the data presented here.
Loss of suitable habitat is perhaps the most critical
factor  that  is  presently  affecting  Merlins  on  the
prairies.

In  comparison  to  the  data  on  F.c.  richardsonii,
breeding information on the Merlins inhabiting the
boreal  forest  (F.c.  columbarius)  is  rather  meager
(Craighead  and  Craighead  1940;  Lawrence  1946;
Temple 1972). Recent reproductive success of this
population  is  lower  than  that  of  richardsonii  (2-3
yg /successful nests in most areas). Although there
has  been  a  decline  in  fall  Merlin  sightings  at  the

37 Raptor Research 19 ( 2 / 3 ): 37-41



38 L.W. Oliphant Vol. 19, No. 2/3

Table 1. Summary of Merlin nesting attempts and productivity.

1. Newfoundland

eggs; other 2 nests with un-
recorded number of young.

11  (1969-1977)  7/2  =  3.5  F.c.  suckleyi
At least 5 nests where production
was not recorded were successful
(fledged young seen)

(Table 1 continued)
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(Continuation of Table 1)

2 (1977)

(Table 1 continued)
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(Continuation of Table 1)

Cedar  Grove  Ornithological  Station  in  Wisconsin
(D.D.  Berger,  unpub.  obs.)  the  Merlins  migrating
along the east  coast  have increased over  the past
10-15  years  (W.S.  Clark,  F.P.  Ward  pers.  comm.)
despite  the  rather  low  productivity  figures  pre-
sented  here.  This  discrepancy  between the  recent
migration data and reproductive data is also true of
the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) and needs to
be addressed.

The  darkest  Merlin  (F.c.  suckleyi)  remains  the
least well studied of the three North American sub-
species. Only 14 nestings potentially attributable to
this  subspecies  since  1950  are  reported  here  and
production  figures  were  available  for  only  2  nests
(3.5 yg./successful nest). Conclusions as to the status
of this population must await further study.
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