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Greater Kestrel and Rednecked Falcon 
populations in the Ganab region of th·e 

central Namib Desert 
Christopher J. Brown 

Summary.- Population densities of Greater Kestrels Falco 
rupicoloides q,nd Rednecked Falcons F. chicquera were determined 
in an 840 km2 area in the central Namib Desert of SWA/Namibia. 
Thirty-seven pairs of Greater Kestrels and five pairs of 
Rednecked Falcons were located, giving an average area per pair 
of 23 km2 for kestrels and 168 km2 for falcons. Inter-pair 
distances ranged from 1.2 - 6.5 km (x = 3 km) for kestrels, and 
3.5 - 10.7 km (x = 8.3 km) for falcons. 

Introduction 

Rednecked Falcons and Greater Kestrels are small to medium sized 
falcons, weighing about 200g and 260g respectively, and in 
southern Africa are both generally associated with semi-arid to 
arid regions (Steyn 1982, Maclean 1985). Limited information on 

Fig. 1. Rednecked Falcon photographed in the Ganab. © CJ Brown. 
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LIH' popult1t-.inn densities of these two species is available, but 
with thr rxc-('pt-inn of n=>lntivP ah11nrlances of Greater Kestrels 
from road counts (Drown et al . .1987), nothing from the Namlb has 
been pubLished. Accurate population density estimates for 
Greater Kestrels are given by Kemp (1978) and Tarboton & Allan 
(1984) for the Transvaal, and Brown et al. (1987) for the Halali 
area of Etosha National Park. Population densities of Rednecked 
FcllcC1ns in 1\fri.ca are also sparse, but two estimates are given 
for 7.umbi.<H1 populations by Colebrook-Robjent & Osborne (1974) 
and Osborne ( 1984). Here I report on population densities of 
Greater Kestrels and Rednecked Falcons in the Ganab region of 
th0 Nt1rnih-Nil11kluft Park, situated in the central Namib, during 
LIH' JC}flfj t.o 198G. 

5t.udy 1\.rr.il ilTHi Methods 

Cc1nnb study area (fig. 2) is situated on the eastern border 
of the Narnib-Naukluft Park and occupies an area of about 840 
krn7.. ThP c1reil is flat, consisting of gravel plains intersected 
!1y llllllH"'t . ()tlS sr1ndy dry r·.ivrr w,1shrs whi.ch dr·ain to the west (Fig . 
3 ) . 'I' h r' n 11. 11 11 <t 1111 u a 1 r a i n ( a .ll o v e r t he 1 a s t l l y c a r s a L G tt n <1 b 
( 1000 m u.s.l.) is 86 mm, most of which falls in late summer. 
Hc1i11falJ is highly variable and ranges from 9 to 374 mm per 
clnnum (Pirtntska -& SeeJy 1985). Approximately five days with 
C()rlstal fog occur per year and this contributes about 4-5 mm of 
additional precipitation. Mean annual humidity is 37'5 and the 
area is windy; prevailing winds are from the west between 
September and March, and from the northeast for the remainder 
of the year. 
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Fi<j. 7.. Study ilrPn clt G.lnclh, nn thP enstPrn sirlP. of the 
Park, Namibin. 



Fig. J. The gravel plains of the Namib Des e rt. Note Lhe sporse 
vegetnt . ion nnd the T.appPt. faced Vult.ure nes t . © Cl llrown. 
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ThP s t andinq c n 1p of vr>getnti.on o n the gravel plains o f the 
cenlral Nomll> is highly v<lriohle and rainfilll-d e. p e nd e nl. Th e 
plnins moy be virtur:llly bnrren or ca n support r1 mo d p 1·<:1t(? qn_)wt h 
of majnJy SLipagr_·ostis sp0c i es. Dtll- in cJ the> st.udy, n 
s p c1 r s e c o v f' r-.i. n g o f 9 il s s w n s p n-- s P n t d 11 r i n 9 I> n l 11 y P a r s . Th e 
ri ver washes by co ntr-ast ore linPcl with l.n"P S rd wlli r: ll 
J\ c ncia erioloba predominates. 

1\s p<1rt of a Lnppetfaced Vulture (Torgos tr ·ace iiotus) r e searc h 
pt .(l(_p -.-unmr, <lll rivPt- w;1shP.s in the study ilrec1 wp,-e 

cht>ck<'d fr(lm ,-, vrhi c]P dut - inq ,·July ilnd Pr>r.,.'tllh'=> r 
1985 ond November 1986. '!'he loco lities of <.tdult l 'il iu; ()f h()th 
F .1lco speciPs were plotted directly onto 1:50 000 m,:1ps. 1\ltho ugll 

Kestrels were sometimes seen at somP. distance from 
t 0.q. hunt· ing od ·j;lcr:>nt plains, on rocks or 
lll P 9 1· nu n d , i t w il s 11 n c Pm m o 11 (c) r· h i n i s t. o 11 P n d 1 o 11 q 1 11 ' 1- i ' )( I s '' w n y 
from the> rivc:>r woshes. In particular, dur.ing til e- h (',:tl. ()f tl1r' dily 
when most of the fi.eld work was dnne, the kPstrels were IISually 
pr>rchc>d in shadow of the ·lrees. Except wh e n pursui.IHJ pn" y, 
nr,dnP<:kPd F;llr·!liiS invilritlhly loc <1t e d nr fl11sllr>d fr o m dPnsP 
<'<lllOpiPd 'J'hP lll whi('ll llilil ·!; !l( h!llll 
f o und remained remarkably consl,lnl N!l diffr-n,nr:r' 
in the numbers of falcons was recorded over t h e sludy pPriod, 
and the number of kestrel pairs varied by .less than 6%. The lo11g 
tr.nn occupotion of specjfic sites, even 0 11tside the hrP.edi ng 
s P a s o n , w a s f u ,- t 11 r. 1- i 1_ I 11 s L 1 ·cl l 1 'd h y 1 <1 nJ (' <H • r : 11 m 11 I a t i n 11 s o f 
pellets at nPst, roost il!ld pr.r-ch :;i ·t.Ps, cnnfirutincJ thr' 
nature of pn..irs. 

) l 



Results and Discussion 

P.1 1 cn n ,1 nd lc0.r. t. r·0 1 ricns it i C'S 

An of 37 pairs of Greater Kestrels, ranging from 36 to 
3CJ p.1irs, five pairs of Rednecked Falcons was located in 
t hP Kest rels thus nveraged 23 km2 per pair and 
f tll co ns !GO km · p er pair, illthough not all this r1rea (in 
pi1J ·t.icular from washes) was used. The mean inter-pair 
di st.c1nce for kestrels was calculated at 3. 0 km (range 1. 2 6. 5 
m) clnd 0.3 km (rnnge 3.5 10.6 km) for falcons. In instances 

two or more Greater Kestrels pairs occupied different 
of the same river linear inter-pair distances for 
wrrP smol.lP.r ilt /..::? kn1 (range 1 .. 2 3.5 km). The mean 

mi11imum dist.1ncn hr>tWPP. Tl and falcons was 3.5 km (ronge 
3.1 •l.r1 km), sugqPsting some sp.'ltia] sogregati.on b0Lwrrn t.h0 

<;,r,lll'l- Kr-'sln..,ls wPrr sePn ttp to km from theLr nesting sites 
rll<lllCJ •· ivPt · ,lrHI up l.o 2 . 0 km out over t he grilvel plains. 
N<l ringing was undertoken, and sightings were of un 
i n c i cl<' n L <ll n rl t. u re . Ne ver the 1 e s s , a home range s i z e in the order 
of /.0 km/. ca n be estimated for this area. In contrast, 

IH'< · kr ,cl F<ll cons we re seen over the grave 1 plains on 1 y when 
(1.-f'Y ("P t.o ,-.bnllt 1.7. km from the river wash), but 

m n v (' d 0 x t 0 n s i v e 1 y w i t h i n t I w a s h , u p to a b o u l 6 . 4 km f r o m t _ 11 e> i r 
nest sites. 

'I'IH' in thP dr:>nsities of the two Falco species, as 
Wt'll ciS t.hl'ir lll.i] i.zatinn o f h,-.bitat, is p ro bclbly Lo 
thPiT respective prey and how it is captured. Rednecked Fal co n s 
i ll - (' "l'r 'c inl ist fPPd er s with 90% of their diet being small birds 
(SI r'yn tllf1 2 ). Thry t!H"refon=> rnclke extensive use of the river 
w <1 h w h i c it 1 ' r- n v id e t I w m w i t h t he s he 1 t e r o f tree s for h u n t i n g , 

Wl'll c"1S r·elat.i_vely high densitiPS of sma Ll birds. 
w.-11 r'J .h P l Ps clt-P favoune>d, ilnd eilch of the three arer1s with 
(1 (, ' lll<ll 11 ' n I w ,1 U' 1- i n t h 0 s t. u d y i1 r 0 a f e 1 l w i t h i n t he r a n g e s o f 
threP n ?. spPctive pairs. In contrast, Greuter Kestrels are 
q P nrr ,-.1 ists in terms o f diet, taking moi nly invertebrates and 
i"" p t i I '' , t wr) o f the mo s t commo n groups o f a n i m a 1 s in the 

hut rllso birds r"lrHI sm,-.Jl fll<1mmnls (B ro wn Pt al.. 1907) . 
Hr' 1 11 i I r' s ,1 n d i 11 v P. t Ph r cl t 0 s o cc 11 r commo n l y on t he grave 1 p l a i n s -
Wlll ' ll' 1\ r'Slt·r.Js cll"f' f<11111d fnrclging. 

C()lll(lllt · i snn wi I h oth0.r s t udi es show t hat t·.hp population density 
nf Ctr'clLC't- in tlw Nclmib wcls very simiJnr tn thilt found 
in IIH' Tt-.lnSVrlrll highvelcl (7.B.6 and 16 . .1 - 2l.7 km?. p0r pair; 
Tildl(' t u n F. Al.li111 1904) und same clS thot found in suita blP. 
hilhilol in F.tn s ha Nationol Pnrk (?.3.7 km2 per pair; Bro wn et al. 
l lJR7). RPdnPck r'd Fc1lcons, however , ocr:: ur ut a consid e rably lower 
d 1' 11 i t y i n I lt N i'1 m i h t h rl 11 i n 7. i'1 m b i cl , w h 0 r 0 , i n s P v 0. n s l11 d y 
cl I f' rl s ' p ( ' I)\ I 1 il I i 0 n d (' T1 s i l i (' s r rl " q e d h 0 t w (> n 7. . 6 A .l . 3 km 2 p e r· 
p i'1 i r ( ll s b o r n e 1 9 0 4 ) . E v en t 11 o il <l w i t h t h l owe s t p n p u 1 i'1 t i on i n 
Zambia supported twice os many Rednecked Falcons as thul found 



in th0 Ne1mih 1 probohly t-111' 
N <Htli h i s I () w I l1 1\ d il I i \ , -y ( c tlliiJ 'tl 11 ( ' ll t 
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