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Imperial Eagle, © Andras Kovacs/RaptorImages

Vast lush pastures, filled with herds and rich in wild
life, over which echo choirs of bird song and chants of
cowbells. This is what the kingdom of one of the most
majestic birds in the Bulgarian landscape once looked
like, that of the Imperial Eagle. The relationship between
him and our people dates back to a time immemorial. He
was revered as a messenger of the Gods. He marked our
flocks, veering and swooping over the fields. He warned
of the harvest at risk from gathering clouds and nested
among our homes.

Today, we can count his greatness in our land as only 35.
Sadly, this is the number of pairs of Imperial Eagles that
nest, predominantly in South-Eastern Bulgaria, mainly
in Sakar. The traces of its former kingdom are almost
erased too. With the loss of and damage to habitats,
species that inhabit them also disappear. With their
revival, the wildlife also returns. This is the mission of
the „LAND for LIFE“ project. As its name suggests it aims
to ‘restore and improve the condition of pastures and
meadows, which are the hunting and breeding territory
of the Imperial Eagle’ in the most important Natura 2000
protected areas.

© Dimitar Gradinarov

INTRODUCTION – OF EAGLES AND PASTURE

Juvenile Imperial Eagles in the nest, © Andras Kovacs/RaptorImages

THREATS TO THE IMPERIAL EAGLE
The loss and degradation of natural habitats
is the greatest and most serious threat to
plant and animal wildlife. Consequences are
detrimental to the daily life of birds of prey in
particular, leaving them without nesting and
hunting habitats.
Ploughing pastures
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In recent decades a majority of the Imperial Eagle’s most
significant grassland, managed as pastures, has been
ploughed and turned into arable land, even when that land
is not suitable for crops. This destroys the places where
the European Souslik lives - another globally endangered
species - as well as the dozens of other birds, mammals
and reptiles on which eagles feed. Eagle pairs leave their
homeland because of a lack of food in the inhabited
territories.
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Overgrown pastures

Lack of breeding habitats

Depopulation of villages and a decrease in the number
of sheep and other domestic animals leads to pastures
becoming overgrown with shrubs and tall grasses. Natural
grassland habitats gradually disappear and along with it
the animals which the Imperial Eagle hunts, including the
European Souslik. The Sousliks need a variety of plants
for food and low grass that allows them to run easily and
spot potential enemies. The raising of domestic animals
(sheep, goats, cattle and horses) that graze freely
diversifies plant composition, prevents grass and shrubs
growing tall, and prevents the engulfing of pastureland.

The Imperial Eagle nests on tall trees, mainly poplars, and
different types of oak. Over the past 20 years, however,
the mass felling of poplars, legal and illegal, has led to the
loss of species-important breeding habitats. The lack of
tall trees in which to nest and raise offspring, combined
with the loss of foraging habitats, drove the Imperial Eagle
from the lands that have inhabited for millennia in only a
matter of decades.The combination of other key threats hazardous power lines, poison baits and poaching - have
called into question its very existence.
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PROJECT OBJECTIVES
The objectives of the Project „LAND for LIFE“ are
directly related to the main cause of biodiversity
loss - degradation, and the complete loss, of
natural habitats.

prey - reptiles, birds and small mammals, including the
globally endangered European Souslik.

The specific project objectives are:

Strengthening the strategic planning framework
for national and pan-European agri-environment policy in
order to minimise the harmful effect of land-use change
in the Project areas.

Improvement of the breeding habitats of the
species by providing artificial nests.

Development and testing of models aimed at
restoring and sustainably managing pastures with the
participation of key stakeholders.

Build a sense of community pride in, and support
for, the conservation of the Imperial Eagle and Natura
2000 areas in which over 80% of its population in the
country is concentrated.

European Souslik, ©Svetoslav Spasov

Roach‘s mouse-tailed dormouse, ©Georgi Popgeorgiev

Restoring and improving foraging habitats for
the Imperial Eagle by implementing urgent measures to
stabilise and increase the micro-populations of its main
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Javelin sand boa, © Georgi Popgeorgiev
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Imperial Eagle nestlings, © Dimitar Gradinarov

MAIN ACTIVITIES AND ACHIEVEMENTS
Mapping of ploughed pastures around the Development of a ‘Plan for the Restoration
nests of Imperial Eagles – we examined destroyed & Sustainable Management of Ploughed and
hunting habitats near 30 Imperial Eagle nests (occupied Overgrown Pasture’ – the Plan, developed by the
between 2006 and 2014) to understand the extent to
which changing environmental conditions affect the
presence of the species and its breeding success in
those areas surveyed. We found that the most drastic
decline in the area of grass habitats was in two of the
most important areas for the Imperial Eagle, Sakar and
Zapadna Strandzha SPAs, where pastures are reduced by
20% and 24% respectively.

Project Team, supported the principal conservation
activities by drawing up recommendations for:

Restoration of ploughed grassland by restoring
grass naturally or by sowing native grass species;
Restoration of pastures overrun by bushes by
removing of some unwanted vegetation to maintain
‘mosaic’ habitat and wide biodiversity while still meeting
criteria for support under the ‘Rural Development
Programme’ and by making direct area payments to local
farmers;

Study of the foraging spectrum of the Imperial
Eagle – the presence of a sufficient amount of food

is a major factor for the Imperial Eagle influencing the
sustainability and growth of population, along with the
mortality of adult birds and the availability of suitable
nesting sites. Knowledge of the specific characteristics
of each pair’s feeding helps to better plan conservation
activities. We studied 30 Imperial Eagle nests and found
4,885 specimens of 180 species of mammals, birds,
reptiles, amphibians, fish and insects in food residues.
Most of these species live in grass habitats with clusters
of shrubs and trees.

Sustainable management of restored grassland
by grazing domestic animals or mowing for hay: the
complete removal of shrubs and trees from permanent
grassland is detrimental, both for inhabiting wild animal
and for the quality and sustainability of pasture as a
resource for feeding farm animals. The conservation of
biodiversity and the application of traditional methods of
grazing and mowing benefit both farmers and nature.
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Study of the possibilities of natural recolonization
and restocking of the European Souslik – for the

the European Souslik directly contributes to improvement
of the Imperial Eagle’s food base. The survival of the latter
often depends on the colonies of the European Souslik in
those regions where the two species coexist.

first time in Bulgaria radio collars were attached to small
mammals to track their spatial behaviour and adaptability
when moving from one place to another. The placement of
such specially designed collars was part of an activity to
relocate Sousliks in order to protect endangered colonies
in Natura 2000 sites.

Purchase and restoration of the most important
areas for the Imperial Eagle around its nests in
Natura 2000 sites – to provide hunting grounds for the

Imperial Eagle the Bulgarian Society for the Protection of
Birds, with the help of local farmers, restored abandoned
and half-destroyed barns and re-established herds of
sheep, goats, cattle and horses in some of the most
important south-eastern Bulgaria Imperial Eagle areas.
594 hectares of the most significant areas around nests in
Natura 2000 areas were purchased. Another 1,487 hectares
were leased by municipalities and private individuals to
keep land in an eagle-friendly condition.

Development of a „National Action Plan for
the Conservation of the European Souslik
(Spermophilus citellus) in Bulgaria 2021 -2030“

– 30% of all European Souslik colonies in Bulgaria that
existed between 1950 and 1990 have already disappeared.
28% of existing colonies are threatened. In many regions
of Bulgaria assessment of population of the species over
the last 15 years shows a continuing decline in the number
of colonies, fragmentation and decrease in inhabited
territories. The European Souslik has disappeared from
large areas of the country. A major factor in this is the
destruction of grassland habitats by ploughing. In drawing
up a national “Action Plan for the Conservation of the
European Souslik” the project supported efforts to protect
the national population of the species. The preservation of

Restoration of ploughed pastures around Imperial
Eagle nests – the grass cover of over 297 hectares of

©Dimitar Gradinarov

ploughed pasture was restored by sowing grass mixes and
natural reseeding.
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Sustainable management of restored pasture
through animal grazing and mowing – we have

Restoration of shrub-overgrown pastures
through partial removal and restoration of the
mosaic nature of the habitats – we have restored

restored 6 barns and 8 herds of domestic animals
comprising 603 cattle, 100 horses, 1,013 sheep and 389
goats. To protect biodiversity Project ‘partner farmers’
maintain a total of 1,558 hectares of grassland by extensive
grazing of farm animals, and another 264 hectares by
mowing.

1,526 hectares of grassland overgrown with shrub
vegetation. This land had lost its value as hunting habitats
for the Imperial Eagle. After partial removal of unwanted
shrub vegetation, and restoration of the mosaic nature of
habitats, these territories are used again by both eagles
and livestock farmers.

Promotion of environment-friendly agriculture
in the farming community – we held 7 information

Testing models for the management of grassland
and recommendations for future management
of Natura 2000 sites – in order to establish how

seminars with over 100 farmers to introduce them
to funding opportunities available from the Rural
Development Programme (2014-2020) and to encourage
implementation of the environment-friendly management
of agricultural land in Imperial Eagle areas. To this end, in
cooperation with experts from the State Fund Agriculture,
we have developed a ‘Guide to Sustainable Management’
that also explains the eligibility criteria for permanent
grassland under area-based schemes and measures
supported by the European Union‘s Common Agricultural
Policy for the period 2014-2020.

different ways of managing grass habitats affect the
flora and fauna, three different management methods
have been tested: firstly - grazing large domestic animals
(cattle and horses); secondly - grazing small animals
(sheep and goats); and thirdly - by mowing for hay. This
allowed for a precise assessment of the impact of these
management models on key elements of biodiversity
inside and outside the Natura 2000 network in Bulgaria. It
facilitated development of recommendations for pasture
management tailored to the conservation of the Imperial
Eagle. Those recommendations will serve in the preparation
of future management plans for Natura 2000 sites.
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Improving the foraging and breeding Habitats of
the Imperial Eagle by planting trees and building
artificial nests – we planted 900 oak trees in fields and

on arable land to create a mosaic habitat suitable for
different species of small mammals, birds and reptiles,
an important source of food for the species. Along rivers
in areas suitable for the Imperial Eagle we planted 1,200
poplars. In time these will shelter Imperial Eagles‘ nests in
their crowns. A total of 2,100 trees were planted in 31 sites
with a total area of 2.85 hectares. We placed 40 artificial
nests in the project Natura 2000 sites. Six are already
occupied by Imperial Eagles, of which 3 by newly formed
pairs and 3 by existing pairs who have lost their natural
nests.

Pilot resettling of European Sousliks following
the most modern methods of translocation of
this mammal species – by resettling of 213 European

European Souslik, © Dimitar Gradinarov

Sousliks, the last remaining colony of the species in
Natura 2000 site „Zapadna Strandzha“ (which numbered
only about 20 individuals and 36 holes) was saved. The
release of the European Sousliks used a methodology
with individual cages for the first time. This reduces
adaptation stress for the animals and protects them
from predators in the most critical first days in a new
place. Radio transmitters were attached to 42 Sousliks,
a modern method of tracking their movements and
behaviour in the new territory. In the spring of 2019 were
reported 65% more adult individuals than in the same
period of 2018. In June 2019, immediately after the first
appearance of offspring, 69% more juvenile Sousliks
were found than in the previous year. The number of the
Souslik‘s holes has tripled one year after the start of the
reinforcement program, and the area of the colony area
has increased from 7 to 11 hectares.

8

© Iordanka Lukanova

© Violeta Dicheva

© Iordanka Lukanova
© Iordanka Lukanova

Communication and raising public awareness
of the species – we conducted a national information

© Iordanka Lukanova

campaign „Life for the Eagles in Bulgaria“, organised
20 events in several Bulgarian cities, created 3 films
dedicated to the main activities and achievements of
the Project. These were watched by more than 40,000
people. We produced and distributed 20 varieties of
information material and placed 16 information boards in
key locations in Project areas.

Scientific results - 4 scientific articles were published

and the publication of another 2 research articles in PeerReviewed Journals such as the Journal of Field Ornithology
and Mammalian Biology is planned.
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACT OF THE PROJECT
Benefits for the public and the local communities been placed at key locations in the Project areas. We
A 3,5 million Euro investment was injected into the
Bulgarian economy, including a 2,5 million Euro financial
contribution by the EU.
We provided expert and methodological assistance in
applying Rural Development Programme and sustainable
pasture management measures to over 100 farmers. We
have transferred knowledge and helped to improve the
capability of local communities in developing Citizens‘
Initiatives.
The Project invested in improving local tourist and
conservation infrastructure: 16 information boards have

have updated the signboards in the Information center of
the Imperial Eagle in the town of Topolovgrad.
The Project was mentioned in 500 Bulgarian national
and regional media publications, including television,
radio, print and online editions. Posts about key Project
results and the Imperial Eagle reached to 500,000
people on social media. In the last five years, the Project
website www.LANDforLIFE.org had 26,000 visits from
160 countries. Media interest and the national and
international response to problems create a sense of
importance and local pride.
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FUTURE CHALLENGES (AFTER LIFE PLAN)
Using the example of Project ‘partner farmers’ to
encourage other farmers to apply sustainable agricultural
management practices.

Continuing monitoring and research into the Imperial
Eagle in Project areas and at a national level.
Justifying the inclusion of measures for the restoration
and sustainable management of grassland habitats in
future management plans for Natura 2000 sites to the
relevant authorities.

Providing expert assistance in the development of
new Agri-Environmental Measures for the new Rural
Development Programme 2021-2027.
Planting new saplings and caring for already planted
trees at appropriate sites.

Presenting and justifying the „National Action Plan for
the Conservation of the European Souslik (Spermophilus
citellus) in Bulgaria 2021 -2030“ in the National Council for
Biological Diversity at the Ministry of Environment and
Water.

Regular monitoring of the status of the rescued colony
of European Souslik in the „Zapadna Strandzha“ Special
Protected Area.
Raising public awareness of the importance of the
Imperial Eagle to local communities, agriculture and
businesses.

Maintaining restored pastures through grazing and
mowing following measures developed by the Project.
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Eastern Imperial Eagle (juv.), © Andras Kovacs/RaptorImages
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