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The white-tailed sea eagle (Haliaeetus albicil-
la Linné 1758) has made a remarkable recov-
ery from having been nearly extinct in Finland 
around 1970 to a strong and viable population to-
day. A parallel recovery-process has also been re-
corded for the grey seals in the Baltic Sea region, 
and simultaneously the population growth of cor-
morants has been nearly exponential. The com-
petition for food among top predators has thus 
changed, with cascading effects both from the 
bottom-up and top-down perspectives, and the 
eagles have had to adapt to a changing available 
diet, and to increased intra- and interspecific com-
petition (Hansson et al. 2018). Here we report two 
intriguing observations from the outer archipela-
go of SW Finland on how adult white-tailed sea 
eagles actively train their post-fledged offspring 
to search and hunt for their prey. The behaviour 
involves synchronised deliberate behaviour, in-
cluding vocal and visual signals and cues.

White-tailed sea eagles reach maturity at 5–6 
years of age, form lasting pairs, and breed annu-
ally with 1–3 eggs that hatch after some 35–40 
days. The newly hatched chicks develop fast and 
are ready to leave the nest after approximately 11 
weeks, although they stay around the nest for an 
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additional 5–6 weeks. In the Finnish Archipelago 
Sea (northern Baltic Sea) individual semi-inde-
pendent post-fledging feeding begins in late sum-
mer-early autumn (late July – early September), 
and the family can be seen around their nesting 
site throughout the autumn (Baloteri-Chiebao et 
al. 2016, Nuuja 2017). 

There is abundant knowledge of the popula-
tion development in the Finnish coastal and in-
land areas, as well as of the choice of prey among 
adult birds in the same region (Sulkava et al. 
1999, Stjernberg et al. 2005, Ekblad et al. 2016). 
Following a period where the white-tailed sea ea-
gle in Finland was almost lost to extinction due 
to poisoning and hunting, the population has in-
creased steadily since the banning of pollutants 
such as PCB, DDE/DDT and heavy metals in the 
early 1970s, as well as banning of hunting the ea-
gles (Helander et al. 2002, Stjernberg et al. 2005), 
and the recovery of the eagle population in the 
Baltic Sea regions is seen as a prime example of 
successful environmental management (Reusch 
et al. 2018). 

The diet of adult individuals consists of a mix 
of fish, birds and mammals including carcas-
es (Ekblad et al. 2016). This diversity of food-
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sources resembles that of white-tailed sea eagles 
in other freshwater- and marine regions (Wille 
& Kampp 1983, Watson et al. 1992, Sulkava et 
al. 1997, Ekblad et al. 2020). The early diet also 
plays a significant role in the life-expectancy of 
the birds (Nebel et al. 2023), underlining the im-
portance of adult-juvenile training in the hunt 
for prey. After the young-of-the-year individuals 
leave the nest, they begin training their hunting 
skills. Having been fed and to some level trained 
to compete within the brood by the adults while in 
the nest, they now as post-fledged juveniles need 
to learn how to catch suitable prey by themselves. 
This phase in the early post-fledged young sea ea-
gles has to our knowledge not previously been 
identified, observed, and recorded.

Here we describe direct observations on how 
an established couple that has returned to the same 
nest-site over several years actively train their 
post-fledged young-of-the-year to catch and han-
dle prey outside the nest. The observations were 
made in August-September 2023 in the outermost 
part of the Archipelago Sea, SW Finland, adja-
cent to the island with the nesting site (59°86’N, 
22°54’E). The pair had 3 post-fledged young-of-
the-year in 2023. Two detailed and specific events 
are described below. In both cases both adults and 
all three young-of-the-year birds were present. 

Observation 1. Early one evening in August 
the two adult eagles and their three young-of-the-
year offspring were sitting on a small islet some 
200 m off the observation-point. Between them 
and the observation-point a school of goosanders 
(Mergus merganser) with 6–8 adults and rough-
ly 30 chicks were swimming on the calm sea sur-
face 50 m away from the observation-point. As on 
a given signal (a clear sound made by one of the 
adult birds) the 5 eagles flew up and flew at low 
height (10–15 m above sea surface) straight to-
wards the goosanders. The adult goosanders tried 
to herd their sub-adult offspring to a tight school. 
The 5 eagles hovered above the goosanders, and 
in a synchronized manoeuvre and on a given sig-
nal (a loud squeaky sound) both adults dove and 
caught a subadult goosander each. They then flew 
straight up some 10–15 m, and again giving out 
loud vocal signals, they both actively threw their 
prey down to the surface, thus stunning or inval-
idating their prey. After this the adults gave vo-
cal signals to their offspring, which then attacked 

the two immobile prey items at the surface. One 
caught a prey and flew up on a cliff close to the 
observation-point. The other two had a brief com-
petition over the second prey, until one of them 
flew up and landed close to the first one with its 
prey. The third young eagle flew some 50 m fur-
ther and landed in a small pine tree, where it sat 
and observed its siblings with their meals. The 
adults landed a short distance away, one on each 
side, where they sat as if observing their young, 
and simultaneously being on lookout for potential 
threats. The entire family remained this way un-
til the prey were consumed. Remarkably, neither 
the adults nor their offspring seemed to pay atten-
tion to the observer. The adult eagles remained on 
the island until dark, whereas the yearlings disap-
peared out of sight after their meal.

Observation 2. A few days later (first week 
of September 2023) a similar organized display 
was repeated, this time so that only one of the 
adults carried a prey and flew in over a small is-
land where it – again giving a clear vocal signal 
while doing so – actively threw its freshly caught 
prey (an unidentified seabird), this time onto bare 
cliffs in a small opening in the woodland vegeta-
tion on the island. The adults circled the site, and 
the young competed for the prey as they had done 
during the previous session. 

The adult white-tailed sea eagles thus dis-
played an orchestrated and synchronized behav-
iour for training their post-fledged offspring to 
identify, catch and compete for prey.

To our knowledge this behaviour has not pre-
viously been described for the white-tailed sea 
eagle. During the first two to three months as 
post-fledged, the young-of-the-year of most rap-
tors are still actively fed by the adults, often so 
that food is brought to the nest (Slagsvold et al. 
2010). Gradually, the offspring must become self-
sufficient in their hunting, and their chances of 
survival and success can be expected to increase 
through this active parental teaching behaviour 
(Bustamante & Hiraldo 1989, Bustamante 1993). 

Training offspring to hunt for food is a well-
known and described pattern in predatory mam-
mals (e.g. Jenny & Zuberbühler 2005) and even 
in fish (Reid et al. 2010), but studies of similar 
behaviour in raptors are scarce, although it is 
well documented that the adults gradually leave 
their post-fledged offspring to compete for intact 
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prey organisms at or close to the nesting sites, in-
cluding observations on parent-offspring compe-
tition (Trivers 1974, Hiraldo et al. 1989, López-
Idiáquez et al. 2018).

The behaviour displayed by this established 
pair of white-tailed sea eagles shows that the 
gradual phase of becoming independent from the 
adults can be facilitated and speeded up by ac-
tively training the young birds to identify and 
catch their own prey. We suggest that this behav-
iour may be fundamental, as the potential food 
sources are shifting, the competition for sever-
al food sources is strong (Hansson et al. 2018), 
and the dependence of alternative prey is increas-
ing in the area of observation (Nebel et al. 2023), 
from the previously preferred fish (such as north-
ern pike, Esox Lucius) to seabirds (eider ducks 
Somateria molissima, goosanders M. merganser, 
and several others, with the cormorant Phalacro-
corax carbo currently becoming a common prey 
as the cormorant colonies expand (Ekblad et al. 
2016). Adapting to rapidly changing environmen-
tal conditions, such as those driven by global cli-
mate change and thus altered ecosystem func-
tioning, may in part be facilitated through active 
adult-juvenile interactions as described here.
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