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ORNITHOLOGY
Did White-tailed Eagle really breed in France in the past?

10 December 2025

By Laurent Vallotton, Christian Riols & Marc Duquet

White-tailed Eagle, adult, Finland, August 2025 (© Matti Rekila)

Arecent article published in the Swiss journal Nos Oiseaux provided a detailed overview of the historical status of the White-tailed Eagle around Lake Geneva and in
south-western Europe (Vallotton 2025). The article was prompted by the eagle release programme, now in its fourth consecutive year in Sciez (Haute-Savoie), on the
French shore of Lake Geneva. This project is presented as a reintroduction, based on a nesting that is said to have taken place in the Ripaille forest in Thonon-les-Bains
(Haute-Savoie) in November 1892 (Bourdillon 1892), although the authenticity of this nesting has been disputed by several successive authors and has therefore
never been mentioned in scientific literature. The in-depth investigation carried out by LV covered the whole of Switzerland and the French part of the Lake Geneva
basin, as well as, more broadly, other French and Western European regions where White-tailed Eagles are believed to have nested in the past. The research carried
out for this publication has revealed evidence that calls into question what French omnithological literature has perpetuated for nearly a century about the breeding of
the White-tailed Eagle in Corsica and reveals surprising information about Brittany...

| - The (presumed) nesting of White-tailed Eagle in Corsica
1-1) The founding texts

Noél Mayaud (1936) was the first modern author to report the breeding of the White-tailed Eagle in Corsica in the early 20th century. Referring to Haliaeetus albicilla
albicilla, he wrote: «Nesting: Corsica (at least on the eastern coast)». Twenty years later, Mayaud (1953) stated more soberly: «Nesting: noted in Corsica». However, he
provided no details on any nesting cases that may have been observed or reported, and did not cite any authors or bibliographical references to justify the status of
the White-tailed Eagle as a breeding bird on the Isle of Beauty.

Two decades later, Jean-Francois Terrasse (1965) wrote: «This magnificent bird of prey once bred in Corsica, on the eastern coast (six pairs in 1939 ?). The last individual
was observed there in 1959 and the species must now be extinct there.»
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1-2) The myth lives on

With no reason to doubt the reliability of the writings of these serious and renowned omithologists, contemporary authors have repeated this information, sometimes
introducing slight variations in the dates of nesting and extinction.

In Histoire des oiseaux d'Europe, Yeatman (1971) writes: «Long extinct in mainland France [...] The species still had six breeding pairs in Corsica in 1930, but became
extinct twenty years later.» It should be noted that the date of 1939 put forward by Terrasse (1965) has become 1930 here.

In Les Oiseaux rares en France (Dubois & Yésou 1992), it is stated: «The sedentary population [of Corsica] still had six breeding pairs in 1939; it disappeared completely
between 1966 and 1968. No sightings have been made there since.» Here, the date of the species’ disappearance has changed by a little less than a decade, based on
the sighting of a subadult bird by a fisherman in February 1968 in Biguglia pond (Thibault 1983).

In Inventaire de la Faune de France (Duquet 1992), it is written: «The White-tailed Eagle bred in mainland France until the 16th and 17th centuries, before being exter-
minated. The species survived until around 1968 in Corsica (where six pairs were still breeding in 1939), then became extinct.» This text echoes what Terrasse (1965)
wrote about nesting in Corsica, and what appears in the Atlas des oiseaux de France en hiver (Yeatman-Berthelot & Jarry 1991) about mainland France, namely: «Like
Osprey, the much rarer White-tailed Eagle seems to have been eradicated from mainland France during the 16th and 17th centuries.» The origin of this information is
Salerne’s (1767) account, quoted in full by Buffon (1770), of a nest with two eggs (taken) found in the park of Chambord (Loir-et-Cher) and another nest raided (one
young) in 1769 in Saint-Laurent-des-Eaux (Loir-et-Cher). The brief description of the eggs excludes a typical Osprey clutch and seems to correspond to that of a White-
tailed Eagle (but see below).

In L'histoire des oiseaux de France, Suisse et Belgique (Vansteenwegen 1998), the dates differ significantly. It states: «The last White-tailed Eagle was shot in Corsica
in 1959, but the last breeding case was in 1943.» Where does this date of 1943 come from, as it does not appear in any other publication ? And what about this bird
that was allegedly killed in 1959 ? Thibault (1983) states that there is «only one stuffed specimen, killed in 1938 or 1939 and kept by a private individual in San-Petru-
di-Venacu». This bird was an adult that had been poisoned in the Cardo massif (Vallotton 2025), while an adult male was shot on 8 March 1933 at the Biguglia pond
(Mouillard 1934) and a juvenile was killed near Aléria in September 1948 (it is kept at the Museum of Corsica in Corte; Vallotton op. cit.), but no birds were killed on
the island in 1959...

In Inventaire des oiseaux de France (Dubois et al. 2000), we read: «Tne White-tailed Eagle bred in Corsica, on the east coast (Biguglia and Palo) and on the west coast
(Campo dell'Oro), until the 1930s (a total of six nesting pairs in 1930). The last probable case dates back to 1956, but isolated individuals were reported until 1968 on
former breeding sites.» In this text, which will be reproduced in full in Nouvel inventaire des oiseaux de France (Dubois et al. 2008), the six breeding pairs are attri-
buted to the year 1930, as Yeatman (1971) had previously done, and not 1939 as Terrasse (1965) had written. What is the origin of this «probable» last nesting date ?
Does it erroneously refer to the observation on 26 May 1959 of an adult White-tailed Eagle «perched on the edge of a small pond on the east coast» (Em 1959)? The
author of the text in question has not been able to find the source of this information (Pierre Le Maréchal in itt.).

White-tailed Eagle, adult, Japan, February 2010 (© Aurélien Audevard)
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White-tailed Eagle, juvenile, Hungary, January 2014 (© Edouard Dansette)

In Rapaces nicheurs de France, Thiollay & Bretagnolle (2004) wrote: «The White-tailed Eagle, which disappeared from Corsica around 1940-1950, probably also bred
on the mainland.» Here, the date of the last nesting has gained a decade and there is talk of possible mainland breeding by the species, but, as with the previous
assertions, these indications are not documented and still reflect, if not great imprecision, then outright uncertainty: around the years..., probably bred...

Inan article published in the Courrier du Parc de la Corse, Jean-Claude Thibault (1978) wrote: «we have little information about the breeding of the White-tailed Eagle
in Corsica» and reports that in the 19th century «Whitehead (1885) believed that it must have nested near Bonifacio, probably in the cliffs » However, this statement is
based on a mistranslation of Whitehead's English text, which was: «/[...]was told by a fisherman that a large Eagle nested on the opposite coast of Sardinia», and literally
means «a fisherman told me that a large Eagle had made its nest on the opposite coast of Sardiniay, i.e. «on the coast of Sardinia, opposite». Indeed, if Whitehead had
meant to say that the eagle «nested on the coast opposite Sardinia [i.e. on the cliffs near Bonifacio]» he would have written: «/ was told by a fisherman that a large eagle
nested on the coast opposite Sardinia». But above all, if the White-tailed Eagle had nested in Corsica, it is more than likely that the fisherman would have simply told
Whitehead that a large eagle nested «on the coast (near) Bonifacio»... Jean-Claude Thibault (in litt.) has validated this analysis.

In Les oiseaux de la Corse, Thibault (1983) stated: «/n the last century, it was thought to nest near Bonifaziu [Bonifacio] and perhaps not far from Aiacciu [Ajaccio]», again
citing Whitehead (1885) for Bonifacio and Parrot (1910) for Ajaccio. However, for the latter site, Parrot (op. cit.) wrote: «/ch beobachtete am 21. Februar ein (iber dem
Campo di Loro hoch kreisendes Paar, von denen das eine Exemplar mindestens, nach der sehr hellen Farbung des Kopfes zu urteilen, ein ganz alter Vogel gewesen sein
mubBte», which means «On 21 February, | observed a pair circling above Campo di Loro, at least one of which must have been a very old bird, judging by the very light
colour of its head.» He makes no mention of the possibility of nesting... but simply reports the observation in the middle of winter of two birds, one of which was an
old adult.

In The Birds of Corsica, Thibault & Bonaccorsi (1999) write: «Bred near the main lakes on the east coast, at least Biguglia L., Palo L., and possibly at Urbino L., and at
Campo dell'Oro marshes on the W coast». In addition to the previous mentions discussed above, there is also the Urbino lagoon, above which Smith (1938) observed
an adultin flight on 24 October 1937, again outside the breeding season, as well as the Palo lagoon.

In Connaitre les oiseaux de Corse, Thibault (2006) writes more cautiously: «[The White-tailed Eagle] was rarely observed by visiting naturalists, so little is known about
the chronology of its extinction and the location of its breeding sites (probably the Biguglia and Palu ponds)».

Finally, in the 2012-2022 Action Plan for the White-tailed Eagle, Orabi (2012) repeated the old references to «breeding» made by previous authors and presented a
summary map of the sites concerned and the potential for the species to colonise French territory (which did not include the Lake Geneva basin).
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I-3) Questioning

Recently, in a letter addressed to one of us (LV), Jean-Claude Thibault reconsidered the data available for Corsica and wrote: «/n fact, there is no reliable information on
a nest occupied by White-tailed Eagles, either inland or on the coast of Corsica. The scarce information available resembles hypotheses, including that of Michel Terrasse
at the Palo pond (Thibault & Bonaccorsi 1999). We can hypothesise that the individuals observed in Corsica, particularly the adults, came from the nearby breeding
population in Sardinia, whose vast, sparsely populated marshlands were certainly much more favourable to White-tailed Eagles than Corsica, at least until the beginning
of the 20th century.» The White-tailed Eagle has indeed bred in Sardinia at that time, as evidenced by a 30-35-day-old chick collected on 26 March 1903 northeast of
Monte Taré (Loceri, Nuoro) and preserved at the Museo della Specola in Florence (Italy), under reference M3933, coll. 7380 (Jean-Claude Thibault, in /itt.). There may
have been up to 5-6 pairs on the east coast and south of the island until the late 1950s (Schenk 1972), a timeframe consistent with observations made in Corsica
(Vallotton 2025).

White-tailed Eagle, chick collected on 26 March 1903 in Sardinia, stuffed and preserved at the Museo della Specola in Florence, Italy (© Jean-Claude Thibault)

It turns out that all data relating to the breeding of the White-tailed Eagle in Corsica is «indirect, (...) deduced from testimonies» (Vallotton 2025). Returning to the
source texts, it appears that they are all, without exception, based on hypotheses and assumptions, and that there is no concrete, direct or indirect evidence of White-
tailed Eagles nesting in Corsica. No ornithologist has ever observed a nest occupied by a White-tailed Eagle or recorded a pair during the breeding season, and no one
has even collected testimony from an inhabitant of the island who has witnessed this or heard about it!

Furthermore, there are no White-tailed Eagle eggs collected in Corsica in the collections of the museums visited as part of the study of the supposed nesting in
Haute-Savoie (Vallotton 2025), and Jean-Claude Thibault (in /itt.) found none at the National Museum of Natural History in Paris, the Natural History Museum in Tring
(England) or the American Museum of Natural History in New York.

The description of the situation and the remains found near two suspected nests in Corsica, one at Cap Revellata (Spitzenberger & Steiner 1959), the other near Porto
Vecchio (described as an Osprey nest by Terrasse & Terrasse [1958], but attributed to White-tailed Eagle by Michel Terrasse in the 1990s), strongly suggest that these
were indeed Osprey nests (Thibault 1978, Thibault & Bonaccorsi 1999, Vallotton 2025).

In addition, as already mentioned, the Corsican records of the White-tailed Eagle in the publications of early authors all refer to observations made during the
non-breeding season: the «pair» at Campo dell'Oro was seen in February (Parrot 1910), the adult male from Biguglia was killed in early March (Mouillard 1934), the
adult from the Urbino lagoon was observed in late October (Smith 1938) and the isolated individuals mentioned by Whitehead (1885) were observed in April or May.
Jourdain (1912) wrote about the White-tailed Eagle in Corsica: «lt is a winter visitor to the south of the island and the lagoons of the east coast, although it is possible
that a pair could be sedentary, as the species has been seen in late spring and is known to breed in Sardinia.» Note that he uses the conditional tense and the term
«possiblen to refer to the sedentary nature of a single pair (which barely implies that it could have nested), based relying on a few late spring observations and on the
fact that the species breeds in Sardinia. To reinforce his point, Jourdain (op. cit.) adds that John Whitehead «found that it was not uncommon to see it on the lagoons
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in winter[...] and often saw one in April and May», that Ettore Arrigoni degli Oddi «said that it probably also breeds in Corsica» and that Carl Parrot «saw a pair, including
one adult, on 21 February 1910, circling above Campo de ['Oro».

Rey-Jouvin (1928) does not explicitly state that the White-tailed Eagle nests in Corsica. He merely states that several individuals (including a pair of adults) are «seden-
tary» there and refers to «information he claims to have received about the nesting of White-tailed Eagles, but provides no details and cites no sources. Furthermore,
his text, like the previous ones, seems to refer to winter records, as he says he is waiting for early spring to try to «capture» (meaning shoot...) these birds.

Mouillard (1934) describes the White-tailed Eagle’s kleptoparasitic behaviour towards the Osprey in the Urbino lagoon, where «the White-tailed Eagle is well known
to fishermen [...] and is apparently quite common in winters. One might think that this fairly typical behaviour occurs when the Ospreys have returned from Africa...
which would indirectly confirm the presence of White-tailed Eagles during the breeding season, but this would overlook the fact that Ospreys are sedentary in Corsica
and therefore present in winter at the same time as wintering White-tailed Eagles.

All this is therefore rather inconsistent, especially since, as in Haute-Savoie (Vallotton 2025), there is no mention of any adult or juvenile White-tailed Eagles being
killed in Corsica during the breeding season, which is surprising given the great passion of hunters for birds of prey at that time.

We can add to this that neither Etchécopar & Hiie (1955) nor the Terrasse brothers (Terrasse & Terrasse 1958) observed the species during their stay on the island in
the 1950s.

White-tailed Eagle, adult, February 2010, Japan (© Aurélien Audevard)

I - White-tailed Eagle as a breeder (?) in mainland France

Extensive research into the historical presence of the White-tailed Eagle in France confirms that, over the past centuries, there has been no mention of any breeding
of the species in the regions where it has recently settled, namely Lorraine, Champagne and Brenne.

1I-1) Grand Est

For Lorraine, Léger et al. (1995) compiled all records of the White-tailed Eagle since the mid-18th century and report on the region's importance for the species' winte-
ring in France. They indicate that in the 1960s, Lorraine was the only region in France where White-tailed Eagles regularly wintered, but they report no cases, attempts
or even suspicions of nesting in the region prior to the recent period.

In Champagne, where wintering had been almost regular since 1945-1950 on the former Der pond, the precursor to the famous Der-Chantecoq lake, there are no
known breeding records from the areas of large medieval ponds, but it should also be noted that there are no omithological sources for the 18th and 19th centuries.

Regarding Alsace, Kempf (1976) wrote that «it is almost certain, although no ancient text attests to it, that the White-tailed Eagle once nested in our province, probably
until around the 10th-15th centuries», However, Didier & Kirmser (2017) do not repeat these claims and instead indicate that the observations mentioned by several
19th-century authors «only concern wintering or migrating birds», even specifying that «the nesting of this species in Alsace is not mentioned.
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White-tailed Eagle, adult, Landes, SW France, December 2023 (© David Santamaria Urbano)

11-2) Centre-Val-de-Loire

Salerne (1767), quoted by Buffon (1770), mentions the discovery in the Loir-et-Cher of a nest (with two eggs) in the grounds of Chambord and another (with a young
bird)in 1769 in Saint-Laurent-des-Eaux, which would seem to prove that the White-tailed Eagle nested in mainland France in the 18th century. However, White-tailed
Eagle and Osprey are rather inextricably mixed up in this essay and amalgamated in highly fanciful statements. It is therefore difficult to identify the Chambord clutch
with certainty, but at least one detail provided by Salerne (op. cit.) points unambiguously to Osprey: «lts claws are round, whereas those of other birds are usually
slightly flat». Osprey is indeed the only bird of prey in the world with round claws.

[1-3) Rhone-Alpes

An old reference to a case of White-tailed Eagles reproduction in Haute-Savoie (Northern Alps) is based on an article by Horace Bourdillon (1892), published in Diana,
the journal of the Swiss Hunters' Society. However, a thorough investigation showed that this alleged nesting was not based on any serious and indisputable facts
(Vallotton 2025), as other ornithologists had already pointed out at the time, first André Engel, whose denial was relayed by Fatio (1899) and Richard (1920), then
Stemmler (1932).

[1-4) Aquitaine

Regarding the White-tailed Eagle in south-western France, Docteur (1856) states: «it is believed to nest in the department [of Gironde], where it is not very rare» and
that Dorgan (1846), referring to the hirds of the Grande Lande, mentions «White-tailed Eagle, which nests in the most solitary regions». However, the former nesting
of the species in the Landes or Gironde regions remains a matter of speculation. Salvat (1948), citing an enormous nest found in March 1920 in a pine forest on the
edge of the Hourtin pond (Gironde), attributes it «with reservation» to this species.

Further north, on the edge of the Olonne forest (Vendée), Salvat (op. cit.) recounts the puzzling observation, in August 1937, of two large birds of prey whose beha-
viour suggested an alarmed pair near their nesting site or young somewhere nearby. He writes: «Suddenly, a pair of giant birds of prey appeared in the distance, with
deafening cries... (...) This din, orchestrated by the roar of the waves crashing at the foot of the dune and the moaning of the breeze in the tops of the pine trees, left
the memory of a striking apparition. The birds of prey did not struggle long against the offshore wind: they circled towards the pine forest. Brown profiles, full wings,
powerful flight feathers.» This brings to mind White-tailed Eagle, but the absence of any mention of the white tail typical of adults of the species raises questions.

II-5) South-east

Finally, with regard to the Camargue, for which Jaubert & Barthélémy-Lapommeraye (1859) wrote that the White-tailed Eagles «used to breed, it is said, in the Lower
Camarguey, this assertion seems plausible given the former riparian forests of the then wild Rhéne delta, but, again, there is no concrete evidence.

We should also add that Degland & Gerbe (1867) do not mention any confirmed or suspected cases of White-tailed Eagles breeding in mainland France or Corsica.
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Il - White-tailed Eagle has bred in Brittany!

The discovery on the rocky islet of Er Yoh, east of the island of Houat (Morbihan), of a femur and tibiotarsus from a juvenile White-tailed Eagle (still in the nest or just
fledged) and those of an adult, in a sedimentary deposit dating from the late Neolithic period (3,000-2,500 BC), indicates that the species was breeding in Brittany at
that time (Tresset 2005, Pascal et al. 2006). And this is ultimately the only evidence of the species breeding in France... albeit several millennia ago.

IV - Conclusion

Extensive bibliographic and museological research shows that there is a complete lack of formal evidence of the breeding of the White-tailed Eagle in Corsica and
mainland France in historical times. The myth of the presence of several breeding pairs in Corsica at the beginning of the 20th century is based primarily on the spe-
culative interpretation of a few winter or spring sightings by Mayaud (1936), and then on the optimistic extrapolation by Terrasse (1965). During a telephone conver-
sation with MD last November, Jean-Francois Terrasse (pers. comm.) agreed that there was no evidence that the eagle had nested in Corsica and indicated that he had
«extrapolated» the number of six pairs he cites from the number of lagoons potentially favourable to the species on the Isle of Beauty, while «remaining convinced»
that the White-tailed Eagle had previously bred in Corsica.

Despite this total lack of concrete evidence and even reliable clues, the myth of White-tailed Eagles nesting in mainland France and Corsica continues to be perpe-
tuated, even in the most important official documents. Thus, in the very recent National Action Plan for the Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) and the White-tailed Eagle
(Haliaeetus albicilla) 2020-2029 established by LPO (Csabai 2019), it is written, without any bibliographical reference and in a peremptory manner: «The White-tailed
Eagle certainly bred in mainland France until the 18th century, most likely still locally until the end of the 19th century, and until the middle of the 20th century in
Corsica. The last pairs nested on the ponds of the island’s east coast in the early 1950s, and the White-tailed Eagle finally became extinct less than a decade later.» It
should also be noted that the last nesting occurred here two decades earlier and that the «disappearance» of the species in Corsica is indicated in the early 1960s...

After three decades (since the late 1970s) during which breeding behaviour (singing, courtship flights at the end of winter, breaking and carrying branches) were
observed among adults wintering on the large lakes of Champagne, without any observed territoriality, it should be noted that at least seven pairs of White-tailed
Eagles (and possibly nine) currently nest in France:

* three in Lorraine, namely one in Moselle, where the first nesting took place in 2011 (Frangois et al. 2016), one in Meurthe-et-Moselle since 2022 and one in Meuse
since 2023 (Lhomer 2025);

e one (and possibly two) in Brenne, where the species settled in 2017 (Quaintenne et al. 2025);
e one in Sologne, where the White-tailed Eagle has been nesting since 2023 (Pelsy 2023);
* and two (or even three) in Champagne, the first two present since 2019 (Quaintenne et al. 2025).

Showing incredible positive trend since the 1990s, the European population of the White-tailed Eagle has grown from 5,000-6,600 pairs in the early 2000s (BirdLife
International 2004) to 10,000 in 2010-2012 and probably 15,000 pairs today (Schepers 2020), while expanding its range westwards. Will it reach Brittany again ?
And will it one day breed in Corsica?

White-tailed Eagle, immature, Norway, June 2011 (© Laurent Vallotton)
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White-tailed Eagle, juvenile, Romania, July 2024 (© Toby Carter)
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