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Releasing ex-falconry birds as a conservation and sustainable use action – best practice guidelines
In 2010 falconry was declared Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO. The traditional approach to wild-use of birds of prey is an important part of this heritage and an incentive to conserve them. CMS Raptors MoU,  IUCN and IAF support the sustainable use of falcons for falconry, which includes a frequent tradition of releasing birds after the hunting season, thus borrowing them from nature. Traditional falconry in Asian and North African countries is based on using and then often releasing passage falcons, especially Sakers. Bearing in mind the changes that have occurred, over recent years, in the practice of falconry, these guidelines are intended to help falconers support natural populations of falcons. The decision whether or not to release a falcon can be based on the answers to a few simple questions.

Releases of falconry birds also offer an opportunity to repopulate areas where the species has been extirpated or significantly diminished. In coordination with national and local authorities, implementation of such projects taking into consideration suitability of existing habitat, prey availability, potential raptor-human conflict and education/outreach efforts with local communities can be explored. Retaining such birds can also create new opportunities, for use in breeding, education and science.
The general aim is to guide the release of falcons from Asia and North Africa back to nature in the best way for natural populations and when such release is appropriate. In future, the guide can be extrapolated to other regions, species and traditions. The decision tree (algorithm) helps to decide about each individual bird, after which there are some simple practical guidelines for releasing birds.

Releases will be most beneficial for wild populations if:
1. The release process is as natural as possible. 
2. Sakers, Peregrines, Barbary falcons, Lanners and eventually other regional species are released in their natural range only, giving birds from wild populations the chance to return to their place of origin.
3. Birds caught on migration are released during spring migration and ideally close to where they were caught, while birds obtained in breeding areas are released close to the place of origin.
4. Birds obtained by captive breeding are released only if their origin is known and then into populations or migration routes from which their stock originated.  
5. All birds are examined by vets before release and only falcons that are fit and not carrying any disease are released, preferably marked with rings and/or microchips; this is a key role for falcon hospitals.
6. Methods of release give birds a maximum chance of survival and return to natural populations, if they are released after being fed, of course with their jesses removed, and without being frightened away, in an area where there is a prey for them;  possible improvements include hacking aviaries if it is useful to de-habituate them from people before release and providing them with food at the place of release until they start hunting.
7. Hybrids, or falcons imprinted on humans, unable to hunt, unfit or carrying diseases dangerous for wild populations are not released under any circumstances.
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Individual release guide

If you are planning to release the bird yourself, the following procedure may help.

Whether to release: First check the decision tree for each falcon, to discover if it is suitable for release.

Where to release: If the bird was caught during migration, the bird is best released during spring migration in the same area where it was caught. If the bird was caught or taken from nest in its breeding area, the best release may be in spring in the general area where it was caught or taken from nest.

Pre-release: Release is best with a bird in high condition and well fed. While feeding it up for few days, it may be kept in as large as possible a flight cage. Visit a falconry clinic or vet to check health and fit a ring or other marker; a small tail-mount radio-tag increases release safety and information.

Releasing:  A safe place for release is important, with low risk of attack by predators. Two workable release approaches, among many possibilities, are: (1) to feed the bird to a maximum level the previous evening, then cut off the jesses and put it on a safe perch an hour before dawn, removing the hood and quietly withdrawing;  (2) in an area with many safe overnight perch opportunities, to feed the bird and then release it before sunset to find its own perch.  Release is best done very smoothly, without scaring the bird.

After release: Ideally, monitor the bird in the release area for 2-3 days. If you see it looking weak, you can feed it by leaving a dead prey nearby an hour before dawn, with fur or feathers plucked and opened to expose meat. A bird will usually start to live independently with success after making 1-2 kills.
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