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Wide fluctuations in the Finnish population of the Great Grey Shrike
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During the last two decades many ornithologists in
Finland have detected a decline in the numbers of
Great Grey Shrikes (Lanius excubitor) seen on pas-
sage in southern Finland. Nowadays the species is
not acommon sight on extensive fields and shore
meadows in late September - early October as it
used to be some twenty years ago. Then even 20-
30 individuals could be counted on a single day's
excursion by car. To find out whether real long-
term changes in the numbers of migrating Great
Grey Shrikes could be demonstrated, we checked
the archives from the bird observatories of Ldgskdr
and Signilskdr in the Åland archipelago between
1950 and 1994 .

Lågskär and Signilskär are small, rocky islands
(about 40 and 70 ha in size), in isolation out at sea
(appr. 20 and 10 km from the mainland of Åland),
and about 50 km apart. The open habitats, with
some scattered clumps oftrees and thick growths of
bushes, offer goodhunting areas formigrating Great
Grey Shrikes . As these are very conspicuous birds
and always scarce visitors on the islands, they were
easy to spot and their number each day was easy to
count. Differences in observation efficiency due to
the number of observers (1-9) on the islands were
not discovered . We considered only autumns with
uninterrupted observation from late September to
early November . The autumn totals were obtained
by adding up the daily numbers noted, even ifthese

also include repeated observations of the same birds
that stayed for two or more days on the islands.
This source of error could interfere in comparing
low years with each other. Changes in migration
pattern, caused for instance by weather conditions,
could also affect the small sample . However, this
variation would probably be fairlyrandomand could
not produce any trends over several years.

The observations of 1950 to 1959 come from
Signilskdr, those of 1965 onward from Lågskär. As
the location, size and habitats of these islands are
very similar, Great Grey Shrikes seem to occur
roughly in the same numbers at both observatories .
For instance, in 1983 when both islands were
manned for the whole autumn, the total of shrikes
was 23 at Lågskär and 20 at Signilskär. Hence, the
data from both observatories are comparable.

The results (Fig . 1) show convincingly that the
numbers of migrating Great Grey Shrikes, which
were rather low in the 1950s, increased steeply by
about fourfold around mid-1970s, and declined to
the same low level again in the 1980s and early
1990s. Although there is some annual fluctuation,
as expected, the overall pattern is very clear. The
same trend can also be seen from the daily peak
numbers recorded : in the 1950s and from 1979
onwards, the maximumnumber per day was 1-4,
while in the mid-1970s 5-15 birds were observed
on peak days .
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No corresponding changes have occurred in the
numbers of Great Grey Shrikes overwintering in
Finland. In the mid-winter counts from 1956/57 to
1993/94 (winter birdcount records in the Zool . Mus.
of the Univ . of Helsinki), the yearly numbers of
Great Grey Shrikes recorded have varied without
any clear trend between 7 and 67 and the densities
between 0.02 to 0.1 per 10 km of route. Hence,
overwintering in Finland seems to be independent
ofthe population size . The Great Grey Shrike is a
partial migrant in Finland. In favourable food con-
ditions, the migration is extended till February, but
the number ofshrikes staying through the winter is
always very low (Mikkola 1968) . Thus, it seems
probable that the size of the overwintering popula-
tion is determined by the availability of food .

Information on the recent population changes
of the Great Grey Shrike from Sweden and Britain,
as well as from the species' breeding range in Fin-
land, are in good accordance with the above data
from the Aland bird observatories, showing that
these trends concern large geographic areas. At
Falsterbo, the southernmost point of Sweden, the
numbers of migrating Great Grey Shrikes increased
more than fourfold from 1949-54 to 1973-77 (Roos
1978). Olsson (1980) has described the rapid and
strong increase ofthe breeding population in Swe-
den in the 1960s, which resulted in an expansion by
c. 250 km to the south till 1975 . In Finland, the
Great Grey Shrike population ofthe central breed-
ing areas roughly doubled from the mid-1960s to
the late 1970s, and the southern boundary of the
range shifted strongly southwards (Huhtala 1983) .
Since this, a sharp decline in the numbers of Great
Grey Shrikes has been reported from several areas
in Sweden (e.g . Bengtsson et al . 1987, Hedgren
1987, Egnell et al . 1989), in parallel with the down-

ward trend in Finland (Väisänen et al . 1992). In
Britain, the trends in numbers of wintering Great
Grey Shrikes, coming mainly from Scandinavia,
almostentirely coincide with the data fromFinland
and Sweden : gradual increase in the 1960s and
early 1970s, since then a declining trend (P . M. M.
Bircham, pers . comm.) .

What are the reasons for such striking changes
in the populations ofthe Great Grey Shrike? Olsson
(1980) considers that changes in forest habitats due
to extensive clear-cutting since the 1950s are the
most important reason for the population increase
and range expansion. Large clear-cut areas have
created new hunting and breeding grounds for the
Great Grey Shrike, as forvole-hunting owls, and it
seems likely that this habitat change initiated the
strong population increase .

In Finland, as in Sweden, clear-cutting has been
the prevailing practice in forestry, a dramatic and
sharply criticized measure (e.g . Aarne 1994). In
Finland, the large-scale drainage ofwetlands, clearly
concentrated to the period 1965 to 1975 (Aarne
1994 : fig. 4.6), mayhave been a contributing factor
to the population increase of the Great Grey Shrike,
as ditched, drying moors offer more suitable habi-
tats to the shrikes than wet mires. Habitat changes
may also explain the downward trend since the
mid-1970s, as new clear-cuts only in part compen-
sate for the afforestation of earlier one's and in
addition to this large areas of naturalbreeding habi-
tats have been lost on account of the peat industry
and afforestation of marshland.

Long-term climatic changesmayhave contrib-
uted to the population changes, as besides the Great
Grey Shrike, quite anumber of other northern spe-
cies (e .g . Pluvialis apricaria, Numenius phaeopus,
Limosa lapponica, Philomachuspugnax, Fringilla

Fig . 1 . The autumn totals
of the Great Grey Shrikes
for the period 1950-1994,
combined from two bird
observatories in SW Fin-
land, Signilskär and Låg-
skär . Note that the zero
years denote interrupted
observation!
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montifringilla), which had been receding during
the first halfof the century, began to increase and
expand to the south in the 1950s-1970s (Hildén
1986). Huhtala (1983) has stressed the significance
of microclimatic factors in the habitat selection of
the Great Grey Shrike .

The population increase oftheGreat Grey Shrike
in the 1970s can not be related to the short cycles of
microtine rodents (e .g . Henttonen et al. 1987), but
the summers ofthe early 1970s were advantageous
for passerines in general and the large numbers of
migratory birds, observed at Signilskär and Lågskär
(J . Palmgren & P. Puhjo pers . comm.), indicate
that, both for nesting and migration, these years
provided ample food for the shrikes.
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Selostus : Suuria muutoksia Suomen
lapinharakkakannassa viime vuosikym-
meninä.

Monetornitologitovatkiinnittäneethuomiota siihen,
ettei lapinharakoita näe nykyisin muuttoaikoina
läheskään yhtä yleisesti kuin parikymmentä vuotta
sitten . Tutkiaksemme onko lajin lukumäärissä
todella tapahtunut merkittäviä muutoksia viime
vuosikymmeninä, kävimme läpi Signilskärin ja
Lågskärin lintuasemien aineistot 1950-94 . Kunkin
syksyn kokonaissummaan laskettiin päivittäin
havaittujen yksilöiden määrä; vain vuodet, jolloin
havainnointi oli ollut yhtäjaksoista syyskuun jälki-
puoliskolta marraskuun alkupuoliskolle, kelpuu-
tettiin mukaan .

Tulokset (kuva 1) ovat hyvin selvät. Lapinharakoita
nähtiin melko vähän 1950-luvulla, sitten niidenmäärät
kasvoivatnoinnelinkertaisiksi 1970-luvun puolivälin
huippuvaiheessajaromahtivat takaisin alhaiselle tasolle
1980-luvullaja 1990-luvun alussa.
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Tiedot lapinharakan kannanvaihteluista Ruot-
sissa, Britanniassa (talvehtijoita Skandinaviasta)ja
Suomen pesimäalueella ovat hyvin samansuuntaiset:
jyrkkärunsastuminenjapesimäalueen laajeneminen
1950-luvulta 1970-luvun puoliväliin, sitten jyrkkä
taantuminen . Suomessa vähälukuisina talvehtivien
lapinharakoiden määrissä ei sen sijaan ole tapahtunut
vastaavia muutoksia (talvilintulaskenta-aineisto) .

Olssonin (1980) mukaan, runsastumisen pää-
syynä olivat todennäköisesti valtavat avohakkuut,
jotka 1950-luvulta lähtien loivat lapinharakoille
erinomaista uutta saalistus-ja pesimaympäristöä.
Myös laajamittainen soidenkuivatus, on voinut olla
lisätekijänä Suomessa, koska kuivat suot tarjoavat
lajille parempaa pesimämaastoa kuin märät. Taan-
tuminen 1970-luvun puolivälin jälkeen voijohtua
uusien, laajojen hakkuuaukkojen vähentymisestä
entisten aukeiden samalla metsittyessä .

Ilmastotekijöiden mahdolliseen osuuteen viittaa
se, että eräiden muidenkin pohjoisten lajien (esim.
kapustarinta, pikkukuovi, suokukko jajärripeippo)
kannankehitys ja pesimäalueen muutokset ovat
olleet samansuuntaiset kuin lapinharakan . Lisäksi
1970-luvun suuretpikkulintukannat tarjosivat lapin-
harakoille runsaasti ravintoa .

References

Aarne, M . (ed .) 1994 : Yearbook of forest statistics 1993-
1994 . -The Finnish Forest Research Institute. 348 pp.

Bengtsson, T ., Hillgård, J ., Rosén, S ., Wirdheim, A . &
Wisth, M . 1987 : Fåglar i södra Halland 1987 . - Fåglar
i södra Halland 27 : 63-100 .

Egnell, G ., Elmberg, J ., Norberg, R . & Olsson, C . 1989 :
Fågelrapport för Västerbotten 1988 . - Fåglar i
Västerbotten 14 : 46-70.

Hedgren, S . 1987 : Fåglar på Gotland 1986 . - Bläcku 13 :
64-84 .

Henttonen, H ., Oksanen, T ., Jortikka, A . & Haukisalmi, V .
1987 : How much do weasels shape microtine cycles in
the northern Fennoscandian taiga?-Oikos 50:353-365 .

Hilden, O . 1986 : Long-term trends in the Finnish bird
fauna: methods of study and some results . - Vår
Fågelvärld Suppl . 11 : 61-70 .

Huhtala, K . 1983 : Lapinharakka Lanius excubitor. In :
Hyytiä, K ., Kellomäki, E . & Koistinen, J . (eds .) . Suo-
men lintuatlas, pp . 410-411 . - SLY:n Lintutieto Oy,
Helsinki .

Mikkola, K. 1968 : Zur Überwinterung einiger kliensäuger-
fressenden Vogelarten in Finnland. - Ornis Fennica
45 : 48-58 .



38

Olsson, V . 1980 : Recent changes in the distribution of the
Great Grey Shrike, Lanius excubitor, in Sweden (In
Swedish with English summary) . - Fauna och Flora
75 :247-255 .

Roos, E. 1978 : Counts ofmigrating birds and environmen-
tal monitoring : long-term changes in the volume of

ORNIS FENNICA Voi. 73, 1996

autumn migration at Falsterbo 1942-1977 . - Anser
17:133-145 .

Väisänen, R ., Lammi, E . & Koskimies, P . 1992 : Pesimä-
linnusto muuttuu jatkuvasti - Suomentoinen lintuatlas
valmisteilla . -Luonnontieteellisenkeskusmuseon vuosi-
kirja 1991 :24-31 .


