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THE APPROPRIATE METHODS OF FITTING AND USE OF RADIO 

TELEMETRY OR GPS TRACKING SYSTEMS 

Purpose 
Radio-telemetry or GPS equipment allows a handler to track and safely retrieve a raptor 
participating in free flying or undergoing rehabilitation.  The following guidelines are to inform the 
use of equipment for raptors that are in our care. 
 

Retrieval and tracking  
While free exercise flying any raptors in our care, and particularly to retrieve any raptor undergoing 
rehabilitation, radio telemetry, and much more recently live-stream real time GPS tracking systems 
are proven methods for the rapid and safe retrieval of any errant raptor.   
 

                           
                                       Radio-telemetry receiver with directional ‘yagi’ antenna 
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Transmitter mounting methods 
The combined weight of any transmitter and mounting equipment should be given due 
consideration.  It is generally accepted that the limit should not exceed 2.5% of the bird’s normal 
body weight.   
 
There are four commonly used methods of attaching radio transmitters to raptors and all four have 
their merits and disadvantages, depending upon the species being tracked and the nature of the 
land being flown over, for example wide open farm land or wooded forestry. 
 
The four methods of attachments are to the tail, around the neck, to the leg (tarsus) and by means 
of a backpack.  The advantages and disadvantages of each are as follows: 
 
 

Tail mounting                      
Advantages: 

 Easy and quick to affix and remove (once the tail-mount has been 
properly fitted). 

 Always above the ground allowing better signal transmission 

 Doesn’t hamper normal flight capabilities. 
Disadvantages: 

 Tail feather(s) can be torn out if caught on branches/fence line etc.  

 Transmitter weight must be reduced which most often means less 
powerful transmissions and/or shorter battery life. 

 

Neck mounting 
Advantages: 

 Easy and quick to affix and remove, by means of the correct sized 
light elastic band. 

 Always above the ground allowing better signal transmission. 
Disadvantages: 

 Transmitter weight must be reduced which most often means less 
powerful transmissions and/or shorter battery life. 

 Risk of danger to the raptor if the wrong strength elastic band is 
used. 

 During flight sits along the length of the underside of the body of the raptor and may ‘whip’ at 
the legs/feet and tail feathers during high speed stoops. (see pic) 

 Many raptors don’t tolerate the neck mount if left on for long periods of time, such as overnight 
and so may be forcibly removed by the raptor. 
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Leg mounting 
Advantages: 

 Easy and quick to affix and remove by means of a traditional leather 
‘bewit’ or by a cable tie (see pic). 

 During flight it sits under the tail and has no measurable negative impact 
upon flight capability. 

Disadvantages: 

 High risk that it can get caught up in fences or branches and badly 
damage a bird’s leg. 

 Comes into contact with the ground reducing signal output. 

 It’s an easy target for a bored raptor which may pull at and destroy or 
remove the antenna. 

 It is also an easy target for a wild raptor to chase the one being flown 
thinking it has food. 

 Is also more likely to come in contact with electric lines and cause electrocution 
 

Backpack mounting 
Advantages: 

 Sits high up between the shoulders so never comes into contact with the 
ground allowing improved signal transmission. 

 Easy and quick to attach and remove by means of spring mounts. 

 Rarely becomes dislodged. 
Disadvantages: 

 Some raptors don’t tolerate the backpack. 

 Less suitable for the accipiters (hawks) due to the possibility that the bird 
could get hung up on a branch with catastrophic outcomes. 

 
 

RFAWA position statement   
Since the development of radio-telemetry for the safe recovery of raptors over 40 years ago, 
hundreds of thousands of raptors around the World have been safely flown and recovered by this 
means.  It is estimated that over 100,000 practitioners use this equipment every year. 
 
The RFAWA Code of Ethics strongly encourages the use of radio-telemetry and/or GPS tracking 
devices for all raptors being free-exercise flown for any reason.   
The use of radio-telemetry and or live stream GPS tracking devices facilitates rapid recovery in the 
case of errant raptors, as well as the added ability to observe the raptor’s growing fitness and 
transition to suitability to free-living in the case of GPS.  This now facilitates free exercise flight at 
healthy, natural weights.    
 
Currently the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions (DBCA) rules dictate that a 
‘wild-take’ Regulation 17 licence be applied for and granted in order for wild raptors undergoing free 
exercise flight rehabilitation, to be radio and or GPS tagged.   
 
RFAWA hopes that in the future members will require no such licence for the attachment of tracking 
devices during rehabilitation but before final release as long as: 

 suitably designed and weighted transmitters are used  

 safe attachment methods are employed, accountability and reporting processes are 
transparent, and  

 RFAWA reporting systems are used in accordance with the Code of Practice. 
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We fully support the requirement for the application and granting of licences for the post-release 
tracking of any raptor following completion of rehabilitation.   
 
We encourage members to apply for such licences going forward, as tracking systems become more 
affordable and fit for purpose with regard to size and operating duration. 
  

 
GPS flight data from a juvenile Peregrine Falcon (female) learning her trade during free-flight rehabilitation.  

Figures show stooping speed in mph. 
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