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century after its disappearance as a breeding 
species 
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Introduction 
The osprey (Pandion haliaetus) was last recorded as breeding in Switzerland in 
1911, with the last territorial pair observed in 1914 (Stemmler, 1932). Since then 
ospreys continue to migrate through Switzerland each year to more northerly 
breeding grounds, but the species is listed as Regionally Extinct in the Swiss Red 
Data Book. While listed as globally Least Concern by IUCN, it has largely 
disappeared as a breeding species throughout western, central and southern 
Europe, a large area of its former range. It is listed in Annex 1 of the European 
Birds Directive, Annex II of the Convention on Migratory Species, and Appendix II 
of CITES. This reintroduction project is taking place in the “Trois-Lacs” region of 
Switzerland in the Canton of Fribourg, an area with ample habitat (lakes, rivers 
and forests), and the political will to see the return of this emblematic species. 
The project was started in 2015, just a century after the species disappeared. It is 
the flagship project of “Nos Oiseaux” (the Swiss Romande Society for the Study 
and Protection of Birds), which was created in 1913, around the time when the 
last pairs of ospreys were disappearing from the country (Strahm & 
Landenbergue, 2013). 
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: A viable osprey breeding population is restored in Switzerland. 
x� Goal 2: The osprey serves as a flagship species to promote wetland and forest 

conservation. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: A minimum of 60 osprey chicks are successfully translocated and 

released in Switzerland (from 2015 - 2020). 
x� Indicator 2: The first pair of ospreys nest in Switzerland (anticipated within 5 - 

7 years from project start). 
x� Indicator 3: The first reproduction of a wild pair (meaning that both breeding 

birds were not translocated) takes place in Switzerland (anticipated within 10 - 
15 years from project start). 

x� Indicator 4: A core breeding population of at least 10 pairs will have been 
reinstalled in Switzerland (anticipated within at least 15 - 20 years from project 
start). 

x� Indicator 5: The general public will have forgotten that ospreys had 
disappeared for over a century as a breeding species in Switzerland, and will 
expect to see them fishing each year on Swiss lakes and rivers (possibly 
within 30 years or more from project start). 

Birds 



 

93 

Project Summary 
Feasibility: Ospreys are a migratory 
and extremely philopatric species that 
do not readily colonise new areas 
(Poole, 1989). They are the only 
diurnal raptor to feed exclusively on 
fish caught in the upper surface 
(maximum 20 cm depth) of both 
freshwater and marine bodies. With 
their spectacular dives, they are a 
highly visible and much admired 
species throughout their range. In the 
past widely persecuted in Europe for 
taxidermy and egg collection, they are 
now strictly protected and are 
increasing in numbers, but very slowly 
in range (Schmidt et al., 2014). The 
only conflicts osprey may have are 
with fish farms raising valuable 
ornamental species such as koi carp, 
and at times ospreys have been 
entangled and drowned in nets 
protecting farmed fish. Otherwise 
ospreys never become so numerous 
as to compete with professional and amateur fishers. Meetings with fishing 
associations were undertaken prior to the project to avoid potential conflict, but 
they had no objection to the reintroduction. The other constraint is to find suitable 
trees where the birds can breed, which are usually dominant Scot pines or oaks. 
In northeast Germany the species breeds mostly on high tension electricity pylons 
which have served as a substitute for emergent forest trees. Ospreys readily nest 
on artificial nesting platforms, widely used in the USA where ospreys were 
successfully reintroduced in the 1980s following decimation by DDT. They also 
breed on artificial nest platforms in Europe. Our project aims to encourage them 
to breed on forest trees, which will serve to protect old trees and the surrounding 
habitat.  
 
This project is based on other successful osprey reintroduction projects that have 
been undertaken in the USA and then in Europe, with the first project started in 
Rutland Water (England) from 1996 - 2001. Since then birds were reintroduced in 
Andalucía (Spain, with two reintroduction sites, from 2003 - 2012); Maremma 
(Italy: 2006 - 2011); Alqueva (Portugal: 2011 - 2015); Urdaibai (Spain: 2013 - 
2017) and now Bellechasse (Switzerland: starting 2015). A second English 
reintroduction project has started in Poole Harbour (England) in 2017.  
 
Implementation: Techniques for osprey translocation and hacking have 
been well developed. Since ospreys on average have 2 - 3 chicks per nest, but 
not all survive to fledging, the collection of 12 chicks per year in healthy 
populations will have no effect on population dynamics as a whole. Ospreys are 
not bred in captivity, thus chicks must be collected from the wild. We are fortunate 
to work with Roy Dennis, who undertook the first osprey reintroduction project in 
Europe (Dennis & Dixon, 2001). He made the initial feasibility studies in 

Osprey chick just after translocation  
© Strahm Landenbergue 
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Switzerland and collected 
the first six chicks in 
Scotland for the “test 
phase” of our project in 
2015. After that we 
developed agreements 
with the State of Sachsen-
Anhalt in Germany to 
collect 6 chicks/year for a 
period of five years, 
working with Daniel 
Schmidt (who has led an 
osprey ringing study in 
Germany since 1990) and 
ringers Holger Gabriel and 
Mario Firla. In Norway we 
work with osprey 
researcher Rune Aae from 

Østfold where we have permission to collect up to 12 chicks/year for a similar 
period of five years. This provides an excellent safety net in case we do not 
manage to collect six chicks each year from Germany. For Germany, the birds 
are then transported by car to the release site, and for Norway the chicks flown 
from Oslo to Zurich and then transported by car, with all the necessary CITES 
and veterinary authorisations. Having two collection sites is essential in case 
there are problems (perhaps a bad breeding season due to climate issues) in one 
or the other site. Translocating chicks from Scotland, Germany and Norway will 
also help increase genetic diversity of the founding population in Switzerland. The 
release site is located within the State Prison of Bellechasse (Fribourg), which 
guarantees maximum security for our released birds plus the prison has provided 
much in-kind help including accommodation and construction of our release 
aviaries. 
 
Post-release monitoring: By 2017 the reintroduction phase of the project 
was half-way finished, with 30 chicks released, and releases for an additional 
three years are planned. The birds are all ringed with metal Sempach (Swiss 
Ornithological Station) rings on their left leg and with blue plastic rings on their 
right leg, permitting identification by telescope or camera. Just prior to release the 
birds are fitted with 3 g tail-mounted transmitters so that they can be monitored 
within the release area up to when the birds migrate. However, they are not fitted 
with backpack-mounted satellite transmitters as it has been suggested that these 
may increase chick mortality, which is already naturally high (about 33% of 
ospreys do not survive their first year). The first returns of released birds are 
hoped for in 2018, and they will be monitored by the reintroduction team 
(composed of three full-time staff as well as many volunteers). 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Convincing some ornithologists, who thought that the birds would recolonise 

“naturally” if given enough time, that the project was necessary. 
x� Identifying donor countries and partners to collect chicks for translocation. 
x� Obtaining the necessary authorisations in Switzerland and in the donor 

countries. 

Veterinary check prior to transport in Germany  
© D. Landenbergue 
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x� Identifying a number of dangerous electricity pylons in the release area and 
working with the electricity company to neutralise potentially lethal 
installations. 

x� Dealing with the unexpected, as there are many ways in which osprey chicks 
can accidentally die. 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� The need to engage with all stakeholders, including conservationists, to 

achieve common understanding about the issue. 
x� Ensure that electricity lines in the vicinity of the release site are not dangerous 

(either not fully insulated, or having dangerous and unnecessary “bird spikes”). 
x� A highly motivated team of professionals and volunteers to guarantee around-

the-clock observation and care of the young birds is central to the success of 
the project. 

x� Working with foresters to protect suitable nesting trees, and to prepare 
strategies for when the birds return to nest, is essential.  

x� In the longer term there is a great need to improve regulation along the entire 
migration route (particularly in countries bordering the Mediterranean) to stop 
current illegal hunting of migratory birds. 

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Out of 30 birds released so far from 2015 - 2017, 27 have migrated, which 

when compared to what would happen in the wild is highly successful. 
x� While it is too early to report on success of this project at this stage, it should 

be noted that similar osprey reintroduction projects undertaken in Europe have 
all been successful, with released birds returning to breed in England, Spain, 
Italy and Portugal. 

x� The project has raised much awareness about ospreys in the press and other 
media, and periodic updates on the project can be found at www.ospreys.ch. 
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