





Lappet Faced Vulture Egyptian Vulture

{Torgos tracheliotos} {Neophron percnopterus}

Endangered Endangered

Population: Decline -80% over three generations Population: Decline -90% in India throughout the past decade; -50% in Europe over three generations; not
Height: 78-115 cm Weight: 5.4-9.4 kg Wingspan: 280 cm Clutch: 1 or 2 eggs Nesting: Arboreal, solitary quantified in Africa

Height: 58-71 cm Weight: 1.6-2.2 kg Wingspan: 160 cm Clutch: 2 eggs Nesting: CIiff] solitary
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Whaite Backed Vulture

{Gyps africanus}

Critically endangered
Population: Decline -90% over three
generations (55 years)

Height: 95cm

Weight: 4.2-7.2 kg

Wingspan: 220 cm

Clutch: 1 egg

Nesting: Arboreal, in colonies

Hooded Vulture

{Necrosyrtes monachus}

Critically endangered
Population: Decline -83% over three
generations (53 years)

Height: 65-75 cm

Weight: 1.5-2.5 kg

Wingspan: 170 cm

Clutch: | egg

Nesting: Arboreal, solitary

Traditional medicine

Vultures are perceived by many as vermin, fellows from the afterlife,
riddled with disease, accompanying morticians and connoisseurs of
black humour. On the other hand, there are communities that worship
these creatures. This fascination, sadly, is not to their benefit, as they
became precious and highly sought-after talismans. Natural selection
gifted these birds with astonishing faculties, which are continually
misunderstood and believed to be the result of supernatural powers:
sharp eyesight implies divine clairvoyance, a scavenging diet suggests
magical resilience to illness and a celestial flight demonstrates an
intimate relationship with God.

All vultures, without any discrimination, are used in African
traditional medicine. All body parts are used but never ingested,
which explains why animists never refuse poisoned vultures, and
indirectly support its use. In Zimbabwe, feathers are conventionally
mixed into herb cocktails prior to being smoked to transmit the gift
of prediction and clairvoyance, as well as to treat hiccups and flu.
Heads and hearts are used in animist rituals during which patients
find ways to contact ancestors in the hereafter. Vulture brains are also
considered to improve foresight, often focused on gambling. Finally,
bones are crafted and moulded to create ornaments and jewels. These
rituals are deeply rooted in human traditions, although all vultures are
protected in Zimbabwe. It is strictly forbidden to kill, capture or retain
any of them. Nonetheless, all African muti markets have stalls where
vulture parts stand out among the “charms” and “talismans” sold for
magic and traditional healing.

Urban infrastructure

Theillegal vulture trade and use in traditional medicine is an anecdotic
threat when compared to that caused by urban infrastructures. Roads
and railways — especially those following the outlines of protected
areas —are covered in animal carrion, attracting vultures and exposing
them to the dangers of traffic. Even more worrying, vultures perch
and build nests on power lines, where they constantly get electrocuted.
Wind farms raise concerns too, especially as these trendy renewable
energy sctups proliferate in Africa.

VulPro

In 2007, Kerri Wolter — a young and passionate South African
woman — decided to act by founding VulPro, a South African NGO
dedicated to protecting vultures, especially those endemic to southern
Africa: Cape vultures. It took very little time for Kerri to set up a
multidisciplinary programme, establishing concrete and tangible
field actions for vulture conservation, as well as leading scientific and
educational projects.

Rehabilitation and Breeding.

The VulPro headquarters are located near Johannesburg, where Kerri
and her team have built a care and rehabilitation centre for wounded,
poisoned or distressed vultures. In these giant aviaries, some birds will
only pass through, whereas others will remain indefinitely, playing an
important role as species ambassadors, shedding light onto the decline

vulture populations are facing. In 2015, VulPro travelled 38 000km to
rescue 75 vultures across South Africa. Twenty-one of them recovered
completely and were able to return to the wild. The remainder
joined Kerri’s breeding program once they were medically stabilised.
Captive breeding is a challenging task. Nevertheless, in 2016, 15 pairs
of Cape vultures gave VulPro the opportunity to raise 13 chicks that
found their way back to the wilderness and into the blue sky.

Awareness.

Vultures are unpopular and often despised animals, but VulPro
explores all possible routes to change preconceived ideas. In 2014,
nearly 4 000 people took part in VulPro discovery workshops and,
among them, 150 employees of Eskom were made aware of the
threats posed by high-voltage power lines.

Science.

Every year, VulPro monitors four large colonies of Cape vultures
with the goal of identifying breeding pairs as well as young fledglings
(juveniles ready to fly). Some adults are currently being monitored
using numbered wing tags that enable Kerri to calculate the survival
rate of juvenile and adult vultures, as well as the rate of the overall
population decline. A tight collaboration with South African and
Zimbabwean universities, established several years ago, enable
VulPro to analyse the colossal amounts of data collected on a daily
basis by the NGO. This is how research studies on lead poisoning
have been conducted. Finally, VulPro succeeded in setting up more
than 90 GPS tracking devices on several species of vultures in order
to better understand their movements; where are they going and why?
Vultures” home ranges are immensely vast, and no protected area in
Alfrica offer them an unassailable refuge, not even the largest national
parks. Vultures can travel hundreds of kilometres throughout the
continent in a matter of hours. Consequently, no southern African
vulture is completely safe from poisoning.

Zimbabwe is a country sorely lacking in its ability to engage in
vulture conservation. Because vultures cross borders, efforts must
be maintained on all fronts. VulPro initiated a collaboration with
Zimbabwean authorities such as the Victoria Falls Wildlife Trust,
BirdLife Zimbabwe and NUST University in Bulawayo, in 2015 to
develop a national monitoring and conservation plan for vultures in
their country.

These charismatic and scavenging birds often inspire fear, mistrust
and disgust. Nonetheless, they clean the environment of thousands of
carcasses, and curtail the propagation of disease such as rabies, anthrax
and botulism. One does not have to love vultures to understand the
essential role they play in the ecosystem — they are powerful recycling
agents of organic matter. In Zimbabwe, ornithologists, rangers and
scientists collaborate to establish a national monitoring program for
vulture conservation. Hopefully, this rallying of energy will spread to
the rest of southern Africa, as danger is everywhere and vultures are
great wanderers!
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