Internationally Important Raptor Areas 
Protecting Key Sites for Migratory Birds of Prey 

1. Why do we need to protect birds of prey?
Birds of prey (collectively known as raptors) are species including eagles, vultures, hawks, harriers, buzzards, kites, falcons and owls. These species tend to be long-lived and have low reproductive rates, traits that are associated with an elevated risk of extinction because populations often take a long time to recover from declines. Many predator species are naturally scarce, which further exacerbates their vulnerability to threats.
Raptors are among the most threatened bird groups globally, with 57% of species declining and 20% threatened with extinction, including 17 Critically Endangered species facing extreme human-driven pressures such as habitat loss and poisoning. Even common species show widespread declines, underscoring broad ecosystem degradation (The Peregrine Fund, 2025).
Around one-third (34%) of the 94 raptor species covered by the Raptors MOU face an elevated risk of extinction, as they are classified as either globally threatened (Critically Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable) or Near Threatened on the IUCN Red List. Vultures are the most at-risk group, with eight species listed as Critically Endangered and 93% of all vulture species considered threatened or Near Threatened. Eagles are the second most threatened group, with half of all eagle species falling into these higher-risk categories (Raptors MOU Conservation Status Assessment Report, 2023).
In addition, raptors are critical components of biodiversity and provide many ecosystem services that directly benefit people. For example, falcons consume rodents and insects that threaten agricultural crops, while vultures and other scavenging raptors feed on animal carcasses, helping to prevent disease outbreaks. Raptors also serve as high-level indicators of the health of a wide variety of ecosystems. 
In addition to their ecological importance, raptors have long held a significant place in human cultures and traditions. From the practice of falconry, which forged enduring partnerships between humans and falcons, to funerary traditions that symbolize the return of the body to nature, to the enduring image of the owl as an emblem of wisdom, raptors have embodied values ranging from strength and spiritual transcendence to knowledge and renewal.


2. International commitments and mandate
The Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) requires Parties to conserve habitats critical for migratory species (Box 1).Box 1. Key CMS Provisions on Conserving Critical Habitats for Migratory Species
Parties commit to conserving migratory species, particularly those with an unfavourable conservation status, through national and cooperative action to protect species and their habitats (Art II (1)).
Furthermore, Range States shall conserve and restore key habitats, reduce migration barriers and threats, and prevent, control, or eliminate factors that endanger migratory species listed in Appendix I (Art III (4)).
For CMS  "Habitat" means any area in the range of a migratory species which contains suitable living conditions for that species.


Building on the CMS, the Memorandum of Understanding on the Conservation of Migratory Birds of Prey in Africa and Eurasia (Raptors MOU) provides a framework for the conservation of migratory raptors and their habitats, including through site-based conservation. Currently covering 94 species of migratory birds of prey occurring across Africa and Eurasia, the Raptors MOU emphasizes the need to identify, safeguard and effectively manage critical breeding, non-breeding, foraging, gathering and stopover sites along significant migration routes and flyways. Particular importance is given to migratory bottlenecks, where large proportions of populations may concentrate and where effective site management and the avoidance of harmful development are critical for maintaining flyway-scale populations (Raptors MOU Conservation Status Assessment Report, 2023). 
Signatories to the Raptors MOU commit to adopting and implementing the measures outlined in its Action Plan to conserve these vital habitats. This includes identifying and designating nationally and internationally important sites for raptors, which are recognized in the List of internationally important sites for migratory birds of prey in Africa and Eurasia.  The Raptors MOU provisions that underpin these commitments are summarized in Box 2:Box 2. Raptors MOU Provisions Relevant to the Conservation of Internationally Important Sites
Under the Raptors MOU, Signatories endeavour to identify important areas and migration routes, and promote their protection, appropriate management, rehabilitation, and restoration (General Conservation Measures, 8(d)). 
The Raptors MOU Action Plan translates this commitment into the principal activities outlined in Table 2 of the Action Plan by calling on countries to:
· Understand raptor habitat needs and develop measures to restore or improve important habitats (Activity 3.1);
· Locate and designate nationally and internationally important sites for birds of prey and, where appropriate, conserve these sites (Activity 3.2);
· Ensure these sites are safeguarded through protected areas or other effective area-based conservation measures supported by management plans or through landscape-scale measures (Activity 3.2);
· Raise public awareness of the importance of key raptor sites, particularly of migration bottlenecks where birds may gather in large numbers (Activity 7.2).
The List of internationally important sites for migratory birds of prey in Africa and Eurasia provides a practical tool for implementing these commitments by identifying internationally important sites and supporting their conservation and management across the African–Eurasian flyway.
Signatories are requested to report on the protection status of the IIRAs through their National Reports ahead of each Meeting of Signatories. 

The identification, management and protection of Internationally Important Raptor Areas also contribute directly to Target 3 of the Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, which aims to effectively conserve and manage at least 30 percent of the world's land, inland waters, coastal areas, and oceans by 2030, and to Target 1, which promotes biodiversity­inclusive spatial planning and the effective management of areas of high biodiversity importance, supporting the identification and conservation of key sites for migratory species. 
3. What Are IIRAs?
Internationally Important Raptor Areas (IIRAs) are sites recognized as internationally important for the conservation of migratory birds of prey. These areas support raptor populations during critical stages of their life cycles, including breeding, feeding, congregation and migration. The importance of identifying and conserving such areas has been recognized through CMS COP15 Resolution 15.10 on Internationally Important Raptor Areas. 
The list of internationally important sites for migratory birds of prey, adopted by Signatories to the Raptors MOU and presented in Table 3 of the Action Plan, provides a framework for identifying and conserving IIRAs across the African-Eurasian and Central Asian flyways.Box 3: Internationally Important Raptor Areas (CMS COP15 Resolution 15.10)
CMS adopted Resolution 15.10 to establish Internationally Important Raptor Areas (IIRAs) as a science-based framework for identifying sites of international importance for migratory birds of prey. The Resolution responds to the continued decline of many migratory raptor species and recognizes that area-based conservation is essential to safeguarding biodiversity, and that migratory birds of prey are overlooked by many national and international efforts to develop and apply area-based conservation and management measures. 
Based on the globally standardized criteria for Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs), IIRAs provide a transparent and consistent mechanism for identifying priority sites across the African–Eurasian flyway, with the potential for global application. The Resolution positions IIRAs alongside other internationally recognized area-based conservation frameworks under CMS, including Important Marine Mammal Areas (IMMAs) and Important Shark and Ray Areas (ISRAs). While IIRAs do not provide legal protection, they are intended to inform protected area designation, other effective area-based conservation measures, spatial planning, and the identification of Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs), thereby supporting the implementation of the Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework and strengthening coordinated conservation of migratory birds of prey across their flyways.


The establishment of IIRAs at the global level recognizes the value of the science-based approach used by the Raptors MOU to identify the sites listed in Table 3 of the Action Plan and provides these sites with formal recognition under CMS.
By identifying and mapping these locations, IIRAs facilitate conservation planning that reflects ecological networks and connectivity across migratory ranges rather than political boundaries. This approach aligns with CMS Resolution 14.16 on Ecological Connectivity, which recognizes the importance of maintaining, enhancing, and restoring connectivity among habitats to support migratory species throughout their life cycles and across their migratory ranges. Adopted under CMS, IIRAs are identified using internationally recognized criteria derived from those developed for Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs), providing a scientifically robust basis for identifying important sites for migratory raptors.
4. Why Are IIRAs Needed?
All migratory raptors depend on connected networks of habitats that extend across countries and continents. These include breeding areas, migration routes, feeding grounds, non-breeding areas, and sites used for resting and congregation.
However, many of these areas are not adequately recognized or protected through existing conservation measures. IIRAs help address this gap by identifying key sites of international importance for migratory birds of prey and encouraging countries and organizations to consider these areas in conservation planning, land management and restoration efforts. 
Despite their conservation value, many IIRAs remain only partially covered by protected areas, and levels of protection vary considerably across regions. Recent analyses of the Raptors MOU site network found that sites in Europe generally have higher levels of protected-area coverage than those in Africa and Asia, indicating opportunities to strengthen the protection and effective management of key raptor sites across large parts of the African-Eurasian flyway. Improving the protection and management of IIRAs can help reduce pressures such as habitat loss, disturbance, poisoning and unsustainable development, thereby supporting migratory raptor populations throughout their annual cycle.
In addition, IIRAs provide valuable information for spatial planning and sustainable development. The identification of internationally important sites for migratory raptors can help governments, planners and developers avoid or reduce impacts from infrastructure projects, including energy generation and transmission facilities. Poorly sited power lines and wind farms are among the most significant sources of human-induced mortality for large soaring birds, causing collisions, electrocution and habitat displacement. Incorporating IIRAs into planning processes can therefore help balance biodiversity conservation with renewable energy and infrastructure development objectives.
IIRAs can also contribute to the implementation of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) objective of achieving Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) by 2030. LDN is defined as a state in which the quantity and quality of land resources necessary to support ecosystem functions and services and enhance food security remain stable or increase over time. The UNCCD promotes an "Avoid, Reduce and Reverse" approach to achieving this goal by preventing new degradation, applying sustainable land management practices and restoring degraded ecosystems. 
By identifying priority areas that support migratory raptors and the ecological connectivity between them, IIRAs can help inform land-use planning and decision-making. They can help avoid habitat degradation, guide restoration activities and support the maintenance of healthy, resilient landscapes that provide multiple ecosystem services. In this way, IIRAs can complement national efforts to achieve LDN and contribute to biodiversity conservation, ecosystem restoration and climate adaptation goals.
Beyond their conservation importance, raptors and other birds of prey provide ecosystem services that contribute directly to human well-being and food security. By naturally controlling populations of rodents and other agricultural pests, they can help reduce crop damage and support more sustainable agricultural production. Scavenging species such as vultures also play a vital role in maintaining ecosystem health by rapidly removing animal carcasses and reducing disease risks. Protecting the habitats identified through the IIRA process therefore contributes to ecosystem resilience, food security and One Health objectives, while safeguarding migratory bird populations.
Relevance for spatial planning (e.g. energy infrastructures as the largest human induced mortality cause for large birds, UNCCD land neutrality target, One health (IIRAs are important for Raptors and their impact on human health, [but also other birds of prey have value for fighting against agricultural pests and therefore food security) 
The Second Conservation Status Assessment Report on Raptors (CSAR2) will look at protection status of IIRAs in Africa and Eurasia (data will feed here).	Comment by Yoana Mihaylova: Addressed in paragraph 3
5. How Are IIRAs Identified? 
The identification of IIRAs is based on the internationally recognized Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBA) programme (BirdLife International) and is consistent with the broader Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs) Global Standard used to identify internationally important sites for a wide range of taxa. By applying this established scientific framework specifically to migratory raptors, IIRAs ensure consistency with global biodiversity conservation standards while addressing the ecological requirements of birds of prey.
An area may qualify as an IIRA if it regularly supports internationally important populations of migratory raptors that are CR, EN, VU or NT. A site may also qualify if it plays a key role in migration, such as hosting internationally important numbers of migratory raptors at a breeding, stopover, bottleneck or congregation site. Existing protected areas and bird conservation sites can also be recognized as IIRAs if they meet the required criteria.Box 4: National vs International Raptor Areas
Sites considered of national importance for migratory raptors, but not meeting the thresholds for international importance, should nevertheless be identified and incorporated into national conservation planning. Under Paragraph 12 of the Raptors MOU, Signatories have committed to prepare and submit national or regional raptor conservation strategies or equivalent documents for priority species covered by the Action Plan. These strategies translate the conservation activities and priorities set out in the Action Plan into national conservation priorities and should therefore identify and address both internationally and nationally important sites, ensuring that conservation measures are effectively targeted across the habitats used by migratory raptors.

The approach is intended to be transparent, collaborative and based on agreed international criteria. Governments, scientific experts, conservation organizations and regional bodies are encouraged to work together when proposing and assessing sites. 
Within the MOU’s geographic scope, the identification and reporting process is supported by the Technical Advisory Group (TAG) of the Raptors MOU. This ensures that its recommendations can be directly implemented by Signatories, supporting coordinated conservation action.
Outside Africa and Eurasia, the identification process is coordinated by the CMS Flyways Working Group. 
Data sensitivity
The identification of internationally important sites can involve information that is sensitive, particularly where it concerns breeding, roosting or congregation sites of threatened species vulnerable to illegal killing, taking or trade. The list of internationally important sites adopted by Signatories currently comprises site names and associated species rather than detailed spatial data. As the network develops and more precise site information becomes available, the Technical Advisory Group will consider appropriate procedures for handling and sharing such information, based on the approaches already established under the Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas and Key Biodiversity Areas frameworks.

6. The IIRA Network So Far and Future Priorities
In 2023, around 7,000 key sites for migratory raptors were officially recognized across the African-Eurasian region at the Third Meeting of Signatories to the Raptors MOU (MOS3, Dubai, July 2023). These sites include critical habitats across a wide range of ecosystems, including tundra, grasslands, savannas, mountain ecosystems, wetlands, forests, and managed agricultural landscapes. 
Although currently limited to Africa and Eurasia, it is the only coordinated network specifically focused on conserving migratory raptors while maintaining ecological connectivity across major flyways.
To support the implementation of the Raptors MOU and wider CMS flyway conservation objectives, the Technical Advisory Group (TAG) and the Flyways Working Group (FWG) provide scientific and technical advice to Parties and Signatories on a range of conservation issues affecting migratory raptors. One component of this work is supporting the identification and conservation of Internationally Important Raptor Areas (IIRAs). In this context, the two groups assess the completeness of the existing network, identify geographical and taxonomic gaps, and recommend additional sites and priority species to strengthen the network over time.
A series of analyses conducted by the Raptors MOU TAG in 2023 and 2026 identified conservation gaps for migratory raptors in the IIRAs currently identified in Africa and Eurasia. The reports, which focused on selected priority (Category 1) raptor species, highlighted gaps in the current site network along migratory flyways and identified priority areas and species for future expansion, providing the scientific basis for identifying additional IIRAs and strengthening the network over time.
The analyses also revealed significant taxonomic and geographic gaps in the current network. Particularly notable were the genuine gaps identified for several African vulture species, including Hooded, White-headed, White-backed, Rüppell's and Lappet-faced Vultures. In addition, species such as the Egyptian Vulture and Steppe Eagle were would require further site identification efforts due to gaps in coverage across parts of their range. These findings highlighted priority areas for future surveys, monitoring and site identification efforts to ensure that internationally significant breeding, migration, roosting and non-breeding sites are adequately represented within the IIRA network.
Pilot species such as the Egyptian Vulture and Steppe Eagle were identified as having significant gaps in the identification of their breeding and non-breeding sites.

7. IIRA Implementation 
The successful implementation of the IIRA network depends on the active involvement of governments, intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental organizations, scientific institutions and other stakeholders. 
Parties, Range States and partner organizations are encouraged to build on the existing network by proposing new sites, sharing scientific and monitoring data, supporting assessments of candidate areas, and coordinating conservation efforts across countries and flyways.
Signatories to the Raptors MOU can propose new IIRAs by submitting relevant information on the importance and characteristics of a site to the Coordinating Unit through the Site Proposal and Amendment Form. Sites are assessed using internationally agreed criteria to ensure a transparent, science-based and collaborative process. 
Once identified, IIRAs should be conserved and supported by appropriate management plans or be subject to other effective area-based conservation or restoration measures. Conservation measures may vary, from the establishment of protected areas to other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs), and other management approaches capable of delivering long-term conservation outcomes for migratory raptors and their habitats.
To support adaptive management and continual improvement of the network, Signatories are requested to report on the protection status of each IIRA and the existence of management plans through their National Reports submitted to each Meeting of Signatories. 
The CMS Secretariat and the CMS Flyways Working Group are also tasked with supporting the further development and expansion of the IIRAs approach beyond the African-Eurasian region, helping to strengthen flyway-scale conservation of migratory birds of prey worldwide. 
8. How IIRAs Support Global Conservation Goals
IIRAs support the implementation of international conservation commitments by identifying and promoting the conservation of sites important for migratory raptors.IIRAs are intended to complement existing international conservation tools and agreements.  Progress is measured through indicators such as the percentage of raptor-relevant IBAs and KBAs covered by protected areas or other area-based conservation or restoration measures and/or by the number and proportion of nationally and internationally important sites for birds of prey covered by actively implemented management plans. 
The IIRA network helps implement the Samarkand Strategic Plan for Migratory Species 2024–2032 by identifying and safeguarding sites and habitats critical for migratory raptors. By promoting protection, restoration, and connectivity across flyways, and integrating these sites into national and regional conservation planning, the network ensures that actions are targeted, science-based, and coordinated. In this way, IIRAs deliver the Strategic Plan through concrete conservation outcomes, supporting the long-term survival and resilience of migratory raptor populations.
IIRAs also support the implementation of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework’s global targets for urgent action by 2030, particularly the targets related to protected areas, ecological connectivity, ecosystem conservation and restoration, helping to ensure that important sites for migratory raptors are considered in wider environmental decision-making. 
Table 1: IIRAs can support the implementation of several targets of the Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework by promoting the conservation, restoration and connectivity of sites important for migratory birds of prey.
	How IIRAs Support the Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework

	Target 1: Plan and Manage all Areas to Reduce Biodiversity Loss

	IIRAs provide a science-based tool for identifying internationally important sites for migratory raptors and integrating them into land-use planning, conservation strategies and environmental decision-making.

	Target 2: By 2030, restore 30% of all Degraded Ecosystems 

	IIRAs can help identify priority areas for habitat restoration, supporting the recovery of ecosystems used by migratory raptors.

	Target 3: By 2030, conserve 30% of Land, Waters and Seas (30x30 target)

	IIRAs can support the identification, recognition and conservation of important sites through protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs).

	Target 4: Halt Species Extinction, Protect Genetic Diversity, and Manage Human-Wildlife Conflicts

	By identifying and promoting the conservation of sites critical to threatened and Near Threatened migratory raptors, IIRAs support efforts to reduce extinction risk and maintain or recover populations.

	Target 14: Integrate Biodiversity in Decision-Making at Every Level

	IIRAs provide a science-based tool that can be incorporated into national biodiversity strategies, land-use planning and conservation policies.


As pressures on migratory raptors continue to grow, strengthening and expanding the IIRA network will become increasingly important for coordinated international conservation action. IIRAs provide a science-based framework for identifying, recognizing and conserving the sites that migratory birds of prey depend on throughout their annual cycles. By supporting coordinated conservation across flyways, IIRAs help maintain ecological connectivity and inform conservation planning and land-use decision-making. As the network continues to expand through collaboration among governments, experts and conservation organizations, it will strengthen the implementation of the Convention on Migratory Species, the Raptors MOU, and the Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, contributing to the long-term conservation of migratory raptors and the ecosystems on which they depend.
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