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SEASONAL AND INTERANNUAL POPULATION DYNAMICS OF
THE GREAT BUSTARD (Otis tarda) AT VILLAFAFILA
RESERVE, NW SPAIN

Juan C. ALONSO#, Javier A. ALONSO**, Manuel MORALES* & Enrique MARTIN###

SUMMARY.-Seasonal and interannual population dynamics of the Grear Bustard at Villafafila Reserve, NW
Spain. The seasonal and interannual trends of the Great Bustard (Otis tarda) population at Villafdfila Reserve bet-
ween 1987 and 1995 were analysed, based on 42 censuses and radiotracking results. The numbers of birds chan-
ged between a minimum of 1000-1300 during summer (May-September) and a maximum of 1700-2000 birds
during winter (October-April), with an abselute maximum of 2013 birds in January 1995. These numbers show that
the Reserve holds the world’s densest population of the species. Peak numbers of males occur in March, when they
gather at display sites, after which over half of them abandon the Reserve before summer. About 20-30% of males
return to it in autumn, while the remaining will only come back next spring to try mating again. The number of
females breeding in the Reserve is 600-700, increasing during October-April to 1000-1100 birds. In contrast to the
main mating target of males arriving in spring, all females arrive in autumn, being probably more attracted by food
abundance, and their winter distribution may in part determine the lek distribution. Given these seasonal move-
ments of up to 25 linear km, any conservation effort within the Reserve may be fruitless if areas surrounding it are
not adequately managed. The population has remained stable throughout the eight years covered by our study, with
a slight but not significant trend to increase.
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RESUMEN.-Dindmica estacional e interanual de la poblacidn de avutardas de la reserva de Villafifila. Se
analizan las tendencias estacionales ¢ interanuales de la poblacién de Avutardas (Oris farda) de la Reserva de
Villafifila entre 1987 y 1995, con base en 42 censos y en resultados de radioseguimiento. Las cantidades oscilaron
entre minimos de 1000-1300 aves durante mayo-septiembre y médximos de 1700-2000 durante octubre-abril, con
un méximo absoluto de 2013 censado en enero de 1995. Con ello, la Reserva es la zona de mayor densidad de
Avutardas del mundo. Los machos alcanzan mdximos en marzo, cuando se retinen en lugares de exhibicién, aban-
donando la zona a continuacién, antes del verano, mas de la mitad de la poblacién. Un 20-30% regresan en otofio,
pero el resto no lo hacen hasta la siguiente primavera, para intentar de nuevo reproducirse. Las hembras que crian
en la Reserva son 600-700, aumentando a 1000-1100 durante octubre-abril. En contraste con los machos que sélo
acuden en primavera, la llegada de todas las hembras en otofio sugiere una clara atraccién por el alimento, y su dis-
tribucidn invernal podria determinar c6mo se distribuirdn los leks en primavera. Considerando los movimientos
descritos, de hasta 25 km lineales, los esfuerzos de conservacion en la Reserva pueden resultar infructuosos sin ges-
tion adecuada de las zonas aledafas. La poblacién ha permanecido estable a lo largo de los ocho anos del estudio,
con una ligera, aunque no significativa, tendencia al aumento.

Palabras c¢lave: Avutarda, tendencias poblacionales, Villafifila

INTRODUCTION ca. 1000 and 1800 birds (Alonso et al.,

1990a). Figures published prior to that study

The first reliable published data on the were confusing (ICONA, 1982; Otero ef al.,
numbers of Great Bustards (Otis tarda) at the 1982; Ena & Martinez, 1988, Grimmet &
Reserve of Villafafila, NW Spain, stated that Jones, 1989) and consistently underestimated
the population fluctuates seasonally between the real size of the population due to metho-
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Fig. 4.- Numbers of breeding females counted in the Reserve between 1987 and 1995 (females >2 years old
censused in early September). The increasing trend was significant (rg=0.86, P=0.02).

(Cantidad de hembras veproductoras censadas entre 1987 y 1995 (hembras de >2 anios de edad censadas a
primeros de septiembre). La tendencia al awnento fue significativa (r;=0.86, P=0.02)].

flocks of females occupy from the beginning
of the autumn certain sites offering favourable
feeding conditions, such distribution pattern
could to a cerlain extent determine the males’
spring distribution pattern. We are currently
studying the behaviour of individually marked
males at leks to investigate this and other
aspects ol this species’ unique mating system.,

Finally, as an important applied conclu-
sion from our study, we should advise that any
conservation effort within the Reserve, as well
as within any other protected zone, may be
fruitless, or at least it will fail to reach optimal
rewards, if wide areas surrounding them are
not adequately managed. Our results show
how large the arca used by the Great Bustards
of Villafifila is (see Alonso et al., 1995), and
thus provide the basic information to support
and encourage large-scale conservation poli
cies, which in fact are still to be adequately
implemented. Most areas of the Tierra de
Campos, the large region surrounding and
including Villafifila Reserve, are indeed still
poorly managed in this sense, and disappea-
rance of suitable habitat at distant areas could
seriously threat local Great Bustard popula-

tions but also indirectly affect the population
of Villafdfila. Up to now, conservation of
Greal Bustards in this and other regions of
Spain has depended more on the farmers’ will
to voluntarily maintain traditional land uses
than on the little, if any, true management
measures by regional authorities, apart from
mere prohibition of hunting.

Interannual trends

The Great Bustard population living in the
Reserve between autumn and early spring has
remained stable throughout the eight years
covered by our study, with a slight but not sig-
nificant trend to increase (Fig. 3). This was
also true for each sex separately, although the
increasing trend was marginally significant
for males (rg=0.67, P=0.09). On the other
hand, the number of females breeding in the
Reserve also seems to have increased slightly
throughout the study period, from about 600
birds during the mid-eighties to the current ca.
700 birds (rg=0.86, P=0.02; Fig. 4).

Although our series of censuses is still oo
small to be sure of the insinuated increase, at

least it shows that no evident decrease has
occured during the last decade. If the increa-
1g trend is confirmed with uture censuses,
it could simply mean that some Great
Bustards living in the surrounding areas could
be shifting to the Reserve from their original
display and wintering areas, which might
have been subjected to some kind ol habitat
reduction pressure. Since the numbers of
Great Bustards at a national scale have appa-
rently remained more or less stable at least
during the last decade (see Alonso & Alonso,
1996), and given the capacity shown by the
specics to move between relatively distant
arcas (Alonso et al., 1995; Hellmich, 1991) it
would be advisable to monitor not only the
main nuclei used for wintering and mating,
but alse several marginal groups and particu-
larly also isolated populations in order o pre-
venl an excessive concentration ol birds in the
future.
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