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winter. The Kema Valley is

frozen and quiet; the only

sound comes from the river
where a few short stretches of water
have resisted freezing, and the shal-
low streams gurgle gently over the
smooth rock and pebble of the Kema
River. Then, a faint noise, like wind
through reeds, and the silhouette of
something big landing on the river’s
edge. The owl’s form is prominent in
the fading light against the contrast-
ing backdrop of snow and ice. It is
massive, and as it looks at the water’s
surface for prey, its giant ear tufts are
erect: floppy, ragged, and almost
comical. The owl hunches over and
lumbers slowly along the river side,
leaving a characteristic trail of tracks.

I t is dusk in Primorye, and it is

letter ‘K’; its feet have specialized £hoto- /. Slaght.

toes adept at gripping squirming fish,

more like those of an osprey (Pandion haliaetus)
than of a typical owl. It pauses, then lunges with a
splash, and stands in the shallow water with a
death grip on a Masu salmon (Oncorhynchus
masou) twitching impotently in its talons. Then,
as quietly and as suddenly as it arrived, it is gone,
leaving only the tracks on the bank as evidence
that she was ever there (Photo 4).

This was a rare look at the hunting behavior of
the enigmatic Blakiston’s Fish Owl (Ketupa
blakistoni, Photo 1). These massive birds, which
can weigh more than 4.5 kilograms, are the largest
owls in the world, and the only owl species of
temperate forests listed as Endangered by the
IUCN. Fish owls are supremely secretive, diffi-
cult to see, and have a natural history that seems
improbable: they live year-round in a corner of the

Each print in the snow resembles the Phtoto 1. Blakiston Fish Owl near Olga River, Primorye ( March 2006).

Night-Fishing Primorye’s Wild Rivers:
A Portrait of the Blakiston’s Fish Owl
Jonathan Slaght

world where most rivers freeze in winter. This
creates an impenetrable barrier of ice between the
owls and their primary prey. Therefore, in order
to survive in winter, they appear to defend small
territories in areas where a warm-water spring
meets a main river channel, and the water remains
unfrozen there in all but the most extreme winters.
Most of the fish that winter in these rivers are
small but plentiful, and appear to sustain fish owls
through this leanest season of their year.

Since 2005, 1 have collaborated with Sergei
Surmach, an ornithologist at the Russian Academy
of Sciences Far Eastern Branch in Vladivostok, to
study Blakiston’s Fish Owls in Primorye. Sur-
mach has studied this species since the early
1990s, and arguably knows more about fish owls
than anyone else in Russia; [ am lucky to be work-
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ing with him. Before Sur-
mach and his team of field

assistants began surveying for
fish owls on the eastern slope of the Sik-
hote-Alin mountains, in remote northern
Primorye (Map 1), it was assumed that
most fish owls in the region lived in low
densities along the large, slow rivers drain-
ing off the western slope of the Sikhote-
Alin ridge, such as the Bikin, the Iman,
and the Khor. In fact, Surmach has shown

that fish owl population densities are likely
higher in coastal northern Primorye than
any other known location in their range.

Just how many fish owls are there in
the world? The truth is, no one really
knows. There are two recognized subspe-
cies, the island subspecies (K. b.
blakistoni) and the mainland subspecies
(K. b. doerriesi). The island subspecies,
which is well-studied and inhabits Hok-
kaido Island (Japan) and southern Kurile
Islands (Russia), is thought to have no
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more than 60 breeding pairs. On the
mainland, however, a large portion of po-
tential fish owl habitat has not been sur-
veyed at all. Surmach, his team, and other
Russian biologists have found fish owls as far
north as Khabarovsk Krai and as far west as Amur
Oblast. Eugene Potapov, a Steller’s Sea Eagle
(Haliaeetus pelagicus) biologist, has shown me
several locations on a map where he has person-
ally heard territorial fish owl calls in Magadan.
The vast area in between, about 1,000 kilometers
of the Sea of Okhotsk coast, has never been sur-
veyed for fish owls. By extrapolating Surmach’s
population survey data from Primorye to all po-
tential ranges, he estimates that there may be 800
breeding pairs on the mainland. Taking into ac-
count unpaired adults and juveniles, the global
population may be as high as 5,000 individuals.

Given their size, Blakiston’s Fish Owls have

Map 1.Map of Primorye showing the central crest of the Sikhote-Alin
mountains and villages referenced in the text. Inset map shows north-
east Asia, with Blakiston’s fish owl range shaded in grey.

few natural predators. In fact, almost all known
cases of mortality are related to chance encounters
with humans. Fish owls are shot by hunters,
drowned in poacher nets set for salmon, and killed
in winter by traps meant for sable (Martes zibel-
lina) or other furbearers. Last year, a fish owl
near Ternei was shot by a trapper, who used the
fish owl meat and feathers as a lure in his traps set
for sable. Of the two known cases of natural fish
owl mortality, the first owl was killed by a lynx
(Lynx lynx) as it was hunting for fish along a river
bank, and the second, a juvenile owl, was eaten
when an Asiatic black bear (Ursus thibetanus)
climbed into a fish owl nest and killed the young
bird there. Because fish owls do not nest every
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year, and only have one
chick (in very rare cases

two) when they do
(Photo 2), any of these sources of
mortality can have a strong negative
impact on fish owl populations, espe-
cially since the global population is so
small.

Surmach and I initiated a telemetry
study in 2006 to examine the habitat
use patterns of this species across
much of their range in Primorye. Our
study area covers more than 18,000
square kilometers of the eastern mac-
roslope of the Sikhote-Alin moun-
tains, from the Avvakkumovka River
in the south (near the village Olga), to
the Maksimovka River in the north
(near the village Amgu). The results
of this study will allow us to predict
areas with the best-quality habitat for
the species in the province.

It is encouraging that local businesses have
taken interest in our work - in 2007, the Amgu af-
filiate of the TerneilLes logging company ap-
proached us for information about how to alter
logging practices in fish owl habitat to minimize
impact on the owls. With the data we collect, we
can pinpoint the areas of highest probability of
fish owl occurrence in Primorye and, conse-
quently, define the regions most worthy of conser-
vation attention. Unused logging roads allow un-
restricted access for poachers into areas once not
available to them, and our research will allow us
to date the enclosures of these roads. Road clo-
sures immediately reduce poacher access, which in
turn helps reduce fatal fish owl encounters be-
tween illegal hunters and fishermen. Because
many other species use the same old-growth ripar-
ian habitat that fish owls do, such as, Amur tigers
(Panthera tigris altaica), yellow-throated martins
(Martes flavigula), brown bears (Ursus arctos),
and Hodgson’s hawk-eagles (Spizaetus nipalen-
sis), conserving fish owl habitat means protecting

Photo 2. A Blakiston's fish owl chick, only a few days old, at the Saion Creek
pair's nest near Amgu, Primorye. Photo: J. Slaght

the habitat of many of Primorye’s other unique
species as well. RCN

Kparkoe Conepxanne Ctarbn

:xkonatana Ciaara o PoioHOM DPuiiuHe
nma. [lpumopre. 3mech, Ha Oepery

HE3aMep3aloluX YyYaCTKOB PEKH, CHUAUT

pBIOHBIN (DUIIMH, Kapaynsl CBOIO JOOBITY.

3aBuns  KEpPTBY, OH BBIXBATBHIBAET
NPOIUIBIBAIONIYI0O MHMO  pbIOYy JamamMu C
KpPIOYKOOOpa3HeIMU KOTTsIMU. Hodbio OpoauT oH
0 MEJTKOBOBIO, OCTAaBJIAS 32 COOOM XapaKTEpHBIN
K- oOpa3nsrii cnej.

Pui6ubIil dunun (Ketupa blakistoni) - xpynHas
ntuna. Ee Bec pocturaer 4,5 kr. DTo camas
KpynHasi coBa B Mmupe. Bung stor peakuil u
ucyesaomuii. OH 3aHeceH B MexIyHapOIHYIO
Kpacuyto Kuwury. PruiOHBIA GunuH cenutcs B
TPYAHOJOCTYIHBIX MECTaX, TaKUX KaK JOJHBI
TOPHBIX PEK M KIIOYEH, He3aMep3arollne 3UMOM.
OTH NTUIEI BEAYT OUYEHBb CKPHITHBIN 00pa3 KU3HU.
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[Tutaercst poIOHBIA  QuIHH
MEJIKOW PBIOCIIKOM, KOTOPOi B
TaKUX peKax BOAUTCH
JOCTaTOYHO, YTOOBI IEPE3UMOBATh.
B 2005 Jxoumatan Cnar Ha4dal
corpyaHudyectBo ¢ Cepreem Cymauewm,
Hay4HbIM COTPYJHHUKOM J1abopaTtopuu

opHUTONOTUU. OPHUTOJNIOTH CTadl HU3yd4aTh
peKH 3anaAHbIX CKIOHOB CHuxore-ANMHS Ha
npeaMeTr  OOHapyXeHHsT TaM  PBIOHOTO
bunuHa (xkapta 3), XOTS BaKHEHUIITUMHU
peruoHaMu OOWTAaHUS CUUTAINCH MPOUMBI
pex buxkumH, MUman u Kxop, BOCTOYHOrO
ckioHa Cuxore-AJMHCKUX TOp.

OO61mast YMCIEHHOCTh ATOM NTHUIBI B MUPE
HensBecTHA. CyliecTByeT JBa TMOJBUIA -
KOHTUHEHTAJIbHBIA U OCTPOBHOU. OCTPOBHOM
NOJBHJ PpPACHPOCTPAHEH Ha OCTPOBax
Xokkaigo (Amonust) m rore Kypuiabckux
OCTPOBOB, M COCTaBIIsieT HEe Oosee 60 THE3TOBBIX
nap. CoBpeMEHHBIM apeajl KOHTHHEHTaJIbHOIO
no/ABUAAa BBIABIEH HegoctaroyHo. (CoryiacHo
naHHeiM Cymaua, 3TOT MOJABHJ CYUIECTBYET B
XabapoBckoM kpae U Amypckoit obmactu. OH
CUMTaeT, YTO Ha KOHTHHEHTE MOXET
cymiectBoBath 0koJio 800 rHe3noBbIX nap. Oomas
nonyysinus  cocraisier 5000 nTun, BKiIHOYas
HeCHapeHHbIe 0COOM U MOJIOAHSIK.

HemHoOrme >KMBOTHBIE OCMEIHBAIOTCA
OXOTUTBCSA Ha pbIOHOTO ¢UIMHA U3-3a €ro
KpYIHBIX  pa3mepoB. CMepTHOCTh  PBIOHOTO
¢bunrHa OmMpeneNnsoT aHTPONOTEeHHbIE MPUYUHBI:
OTJIOB KalKaHAMH Ha IYIITHOTO 3Beps, OTCTPEN U
rudenb B PHIOOJIOBHBIX CETSAX. DTH M HEKOTOPHIC
JIpyrue TNpUYuMHBl THOenu pelOHOrO  (uiIMHA
Hapsiy C TE€M, 4TO DPHIOHBIM (DHIMH THE3TUTCS
OJIMH pa3 B JIBa rojla U KJIAJKa COCTABIISET BCETO
1-2 siitia, UMEIOT KpaifHe HeraTUBHBIA d(PPeKT Ha
MOMYJISIIIMIO 3TUX TEPHATBIX OOUTATENeH.

Cymau u Cnar mpoBeiM OLEHKY COCTOSHHS
nonynsuu peionoro ¢uimmnHa B 2006 roxy Ha
tepputopun  pazmMepom B 18000 kB. KM. Ha
3anaAHbiXx  ckJIoHaX CHXoTe-AJIIMHCKUX — TOp,
HauMHasg OT peKu ABBaKyMOBKa Ha Iore u

Photo 4. Blakiston's Fish Owl tracks along a frozen river bank in Pri-
morye. Photo: J. Slaght.

3aKaHuMBasg pekod MakcuMoBKa Ha ceBepe.
PesynbpTarel uccienoBaHus JaayT MpeCTaBICHUE
0 BXHOCTHU ATOW TEPPUTOPUU IS MOAJCPIKAHUSL
MOMYJISIIUKA PeIOHOTO (prUTHHA.

UccnenoBanusi, HampaBlieHHbIE Ha 3alUTY
ppiOHOTO  (unmHa, OBIM TOAAEPKAHBI
[IpumopckuMu mpeaAnpUuHUMATENIMU. MecTHOe
NpEACTABUTEIBCTBO KOMMOAHUU AOA
«Tepuetinec» oOpaTwiIOCh K HaM C MPOCKOOH O
MPEOCTaBICHUU UM HH(DOpPMAIMH O THE3IOBBIX
apeanax peiOHOTO (pruimaa. Kommanusi HamepeHa
CBEPSTHCS C STUMH JIaHHBIMH B CBOEH
XO03AMCTBEHHOU JI€ATEIBbHOCTH.

[lenpto pabOTHI SBISETCS 3alIUTa PHIOHOTO
¢bunrHa, paBHO KaK U JPYTUX PEIKUX >KUBOTHBIX,
TaKUX KaKk AMYpPCKHI THTp, YyTKa-MaHJIapUHKA,
XOXJIATBIA  Open W Oypelii  MeaBelnb, OT
OpakoHBEPOB MYTEM CO3MAHHS 3aMOBEIHUKOB B
MecTax Haubojee BO3MOXKHOTO OOUTaHUS
pbiOHOTO QriinHa. RCN
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Thomas Wright Blakiston -
Soldier, Scholar, Businessman

Thomas Wright Blakiston was the first person
to establish that animals in Hokkaido (Japan's
northern island) belong to the Northern Asian fam-
ily and differ in appearance from those in Honshu.
As a result of Blakiston's work, the narrow sea
called the Tsugaru Straits, which divides Hok-
kaido from Honshu, became known as an impor-
tant border in the distribution of animal species.
The straits are internationally known in biology as
the “Blakiston Line.”

Born to a wealthy British family, Thomas
Blakiston was a soldier and a businessman who
became well-known as an explorer and naturalist.
In 1861, at the age of 28, Blakiston first traveled
to the Far East. Failing to gain Russian permission
to set up a lumbering operation on the Okhotsk
Sea coast region of the Amur River, he selected
Hakodate, Hokkaido, the northern island of Japan,
as the site for his new enterprise.

Interested in birds from childhood, he collected
and stuffed specimens himself and with an assis-
tant, preserved many hundreds, 1,338 of which are
now in the museum attached to the Agricultural
Dept. of Hokkaido University, where they serve as
important data for ornithological study. RCN

Vocabulary for the Blakiston Fish Owl
Article

Fish Owl - pp1OHBII QunuH

Dusk - cymepku, cympax

To gurgle - xxypuatb

Prey - xxepTBa

To be adept at, adopt to - mprcmocoOIeHHBIN
Talons - kortu

Masu salmon - Cuma (pbe16a cemeiicTBa

JIOCOCEBBIX )

Impenetrable barrier - HenmpobuBaemsblii 6apbep
Ornithologist - opauTONOT

Island subspecies - ocTpoBHOM MOIBU/T
Mainland subspecies - KOHTUHEHTAIBHBII TOABU
Breeding pair - rHe3moBas mapa

Natural predator - ecTecTBeHHBIN Bpar

Sable - co6oab

Asiatic black bear - rumanaiickuii MmenBeIb
Lynx - prich

Amur tiger - AMypCKuii TUTp

Yellow-throated martin - yTka MaHIapuHKa
Brown bear - Oypslii MesiBeIb

Hudson's hawk-eagle - xoxuaTslit open
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