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Falcons are pictured at the
Nebli Falcon Center in

Fuentespina. — AFP photos

For centuries, the art of falconry has been
a prestigious tradition within Arab soci-
ety. Today most of these formidable
predators come from Spain, which has

become the world’s top exporter. In upper-class
Gulf society, these swift-flighted hunters are
worth a fortune, with buyers sometimes shelling
out tens of thousands of euros per bird. “The
feathers must be completely whole,” says Juan
Antonio Sanchez, proudly showing off one of his
falcons which is about to be shipped to Qatar. 

Every year, around 150 of them leave the
breeding facility that he runs with his partner
Beatriz Dominguez in Fuentespina in the arid
Castille region, some 150 kilometers north of
Madrid. Most are headed for the Middle East
where rich amateurs buy them for racing or
hunting.  A breeder for more than 15 years,
Sanchez and others helped turn Spain into the
world’s number one exporter of falcons in 2018,
according to figures from the Convention on In-
ternational Trade in Endangered Species
(CITES). Last year, Spain exported some 2,800
specimens, almost all of them to Gulf countries,
easily passing the 2,500 sold by the United
Kingdom. 

‘Like having a child’
With 52 falcons due to be flown out the next

day, Sanchez and Dominguez are making last-
minute preparations for their journey. With the
help of two employees and their seven-year-old
daughter, they take the birds out of the enclo-
sures where they have been raised for the past
three to five months, far from prying eyes. After
securing the falcons’ claws with leather straps,
they cover their eyes, then place them on
perches where they will stay for the night. The
silence and their inability to see have a calming
effect, reducing stress levels before the journey. 

The next day they will be loaded onto a lorry
then transported to Madrid airport where, after
passing veterinary checks and other formalities,
they will be put on a plane to Qatar.  “I’m always

waiting for news, so I ring them up and ask: have
they got there yet, are they OK? Give them
something to eat and drink, things like that,”
smiles Sanchez, 49.  “It’s like having a child.”

Peregrine as perfection
On the perches are a stunning array of hy-

brids, these particular ones produced by cross-
ing the gyr, the biggest and most elegant species
of falcon, with the peregrine, which is the fastest.
With their long, tapered wings, falcons have ex-
ceptional flight capabilities. The peregrine is
known as the world’s fastest animal, with diving
speeds of up to 300 kph (186 mph).  “For me, a
peregrine is perfection,” Dominguez enthuses. 

“There is not one part of their bodies that is
not designed to be like a bullet,” she whispers in
the darkness of the corridors leading to the
breeding enclosures. Each raptor is sold for a
price which can range from 400 euros ($440) to
“thousands”, says Sanchez. According to Manuel
Diego Pareja-Obregon, who heads the Spanish
Falconry Association (AECCA), buyers from the
Gulf tend to pay about 2,000 euros per falcon. 


