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ABSTRACT

Conservation status, habitat requirements, and problems affecting the American Black Vulture,
Turkey Vulture, Lesser and Greater Yellow-headed Vultures, King Vulture, and Andean Condor are
presented as well as the management plans and recovery programmes underway for the Andean
Condor. Cathartid populations are mainly affected by habitat alteration, persecution, hunting pressure,
and pesticides. Improved livestock management also contributes to a decline in the food supply in
many areas. The numerical status of most of the species needs to be evaluated and studies are also
needed on their biology and ecology. At the present time, the Andean Condor is on CITES [, and the
King Vulture has been placed on CITES III only for Honduras. The author strongly recommends
placing Sarcoramphus papa, Cathartes burrovianus and Cathartes melambrotus on CITES IL

INTRODUCTION

Six vulture species are found in Latin America: American Black Vulture Coragyps atratus,
Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura, Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture Cathartes burrovianus, Greater Yellow-
headed Vulture Cathartes melambrotus, King Vulture Sarcoramphus papa, and Andean Condor
Vultur gryphus. All are members of the family Cathartidae, shown by DNA sequencing and
hybridization (Sibley & Ahlquist 1990; Keyser et al. 1996), as well as by myological, osteological
and behavioural features (for reviews, see Rea 1983 and del Hoyo er al. 1994), to be more closely
allied to storks (Ciconiidae) than to the Old World accipitrid vultures; however, more recent findings
indicate that even a close relationship with storks appears unlikely (Wink ef al. 1998). The two
groups of vultures are phylogenetically distinct but have highly convergent life styles, although
evolution of the tongue and bill specializations in the cathartids may not have been related to carrion-
eating (Ladyguin 1996).

Previous reports on the conservation status of the New World vultures were given in 1979 at the
1* International Symposium on Vultures, Santa Barbara, U.S.A. (Wilbur 1983), and in 1982 at the
2 World Conference on Birds of Prey, Thessaloniki, Greece (for a summary of the workshop
proceedings, see Mundy 1985). This paper will update the situation for the cathartids found in Latin
America and will be based on data from published and unpublished reports, general avifauna surveys
and other scientific studies as well as country or species reports prepared specifically for the 5*
World Conference by field workers and ornithological organizations. A latitude of approximately
20°N was used as a cut-off for separating the area covered in this paper (Neotropical region) from
that to the north (Nearctic).
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SPECIES ACCOUNTS

American Black Vulture Coragyps atratus

Found throughout most of Latin America (Ellis et al. 1983), this conspicuous and very common
species has become known as the “town scavenger,” feeding in markets, at rubbish dumps, in the
streets (del Hoyo et al. 1994), and also from road kills (Houston 1987). Black Vultures are considered
to be an “increaser species” (Ellis & Smith 1986), adapting well to habitat modification and whose
populations rise in areas where primary forests have undergone agricultural development (Ellis ez
al. 1983; Stiles 1985). Originally, the species was confined to edges of rivers, swamps and wetlands
(del Hoyo et ai. 1994) and its abundance, contrary to that of the Cathartes species, is not related to
natural mammal density (Houston 1987). In heavily forested areas, Black Vultures are found only
along the edges or associated with villages and small isolated settlements, as seen in the Maya/
Calakmul Biosphere Reserve Complex, Guatemala/Mexico (Berlanga & Wood 1992; Whitacre et
al. 1991), and the species is rare in the Brazilian Amazon, its density having been recorded north of
Manaus in an area having relatively closed-canopy virgin forest but in the process of being fragmented
for cattle ranching (Stotz & Bierregaard 1989). In French Guiana, where the major part of the country
consists of primary undisturbed forest, Black Vultures are found along the coast and near some
towns, their density being particularly high in the mangroves where they eat the remains of fish
(Jullien & Thiollay 1996).

Black Vultures have figured in a number of other avifauna surveys, many of which provide an
abundance index. The species is common in the Serra da Capivara National Park in the Brazilian
caatinga of southeastern Piauf (Olmos 1993) and in the reserves surveyed in the southeast—Serra do
Tingua, Serra dos Orgaos National Park, Sooretama Biological Reserve, Pogo das Antas Reserve
and the Serra da Siberia (Scott & Brooke 1985); also fairly common in Parque Estadual Intervales in
southeastern S3o Paulo in the Serra do Mar Mountains (Mafiosa & Pedrocchi 1997); common along
the Paraguay River but more so in the south near human dwellings, sporadic rather than seasonal
variations in population numbers being shown (Hayes 1991). The species is very common throughout
Argentina , the Rios Chubut and Negro (M. Nores pers. comm.) and in Patagonia where its highest
abundance is reached in the valleys and Andean grassy hills (Dondzar et al. 1993); common throughout
the Chaco (Short 1975) and in northern Bolivia at the Beni Biological Station (Brace ez al. 1997),
but uncommon in the Rio Machariapo dry forests of the northern La Paz department (Pearman
1993); common along coastal southern Peru where it feeds on the remains of marine mammals and
fish (R. Piana pers. comm.) and also found in the Pacific dry forests of the Bosque Nacional de
Tumbes (Parker et al. 1995) and in the Northwestern Peru Biosphere Reserve (Cook 1996). In:
western Ecuador, Black Vultures are abundant at refuse dumps, in the inter-Andean valleys up to
2200-3200 m a.s.l. and in most of the areas impacted by man (Ortiz-Crespo 1986), but less common
in the east where there is less deforestation (P. Greenfield pers. comm.); also common in southwestern
Colombia in the mosaic of pastures, cultivated fields and disturbed forests surrounding La Planada
Reserve on the Pacific slopes of the Andes, the species occurring up to 3300 m a.s.l. and being
common in densely populated areas along all gradients down to the coast (Thiollay 1991); common
in Venezuela in the western Llanos and in the Andes of Mérida, foraging up to about 3500 m a.s.l.
and being sustained almost exclusively by human activities in highly deforested areas (Thiollay
1996). In the western Llanos of Venezuela, Black Vultures are at full carrying capacity (G. Rios
pers. comm.) but in the northern and central Llanos their abundance varies according to the type of
habitat and its use (Gémez et al. 1989): density is very low (0.13/km?) in the monocultures of rice
near Calabozo, rises (1.40/km?) in the areas used for sorghum and cattle near Altagracia de Orituco
where remnants of dry deciduous forest remain, and is highest (6.96/km?) in the state of Apure at
Hato El Cedral where cattle are raised and capybara Hydrochaeris hydrochaeris are culled annually,
the remains of which are left for the scavengers (del Hoyo et al. 1994).

Other cathartid species may be adversely affected as Black Vultures become more abundant. In
Argentina, for example, the proliferation of garbage dumps and road kills in mountain habitat has
brought about an increase in Black Vulture populations which in turn could limit the amount of food
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available for Andean Condors since the former detects carcasses sooner and consumes most of the
carrion before the condors arrive (Dondzar er al. 1992). Also, expansion of the species into the
Chiquibul Forest Reserve in Belize could limit the amount of food available for juvenile King Vultures
since the latter are very slow feeders, requiring a lot of time to fill their crops and being easily
supplanted by groups of Black Vultures (J. Clinton-Eitniear pers. comm.). In general, however, high
abundance of C. atratus does not seem to create problems for the other vulture species (M. Nores
pers. comm.).

Black Vulture populations are reported as decreasing in Mexico, due to habitat availability and
pollution (Ramos 1986), high levels of organochlorine residues having been found in Black Vulture
body tissues in Chiapas (Albert er al. 1989a) and also in egg-shell fragments and in whole eggs in
the Tuxtla Valley (Albert et al. 1989b). The species is also declining in the deserts and puna of
northern Chile where food availability has decreased (Jaksic & Jiménez 1986). The intense aerial
spraying of agrochemicals in the plantations of cotton, tobacco, and rice in the Tolima Llanos of
Colombia has also been incriminated for having caused declines in Black Vulture numbers in the
past (Olivares 1970). Finally, the species has sometimes been persecuted, being accused of spreading
disease, killing newborn lambs or calves as well as attacking livestock during parturition when
trying to get the placenta (Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil: Belton 1984; western Llanos, Venezuela: G.
Rios pers. comm.).

Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura

Four distinct races differing in head colour and in size are recognized. The most widely distributed
in South America, and easily distinguished by a large white band on the back of the head, is ruficollis.
The status of these taxa is questioned; the races may actually be separate species.

The Turkey Vulture is the most versatile of the cathartids, living in desert habitat, grasslands,
temperate and tropical forests as well as in extremely cold conditions in the Falkland Islands and
Tierra del Fuego (del Hoyo et al. 1994). On the Pacific slopes of the Andes, the species is present up
t0 2200 m in altitude, occasionally 2600 m, where it is less numerous than Black Vultures (Thiollay
1991). Since Turkey Vultures readily colonize newly deforested areas, their hunting and breeding
ranges increase during the early stages of deforestation (Thiollay 1991), and thus the species has
suffered less from accelerating habitat changes than its forest dwelling counterparts (Ecuador: Ortiz-
Crespo 1986). However, in the Maya/Calakmul Reserves (Guatemala, Mexico), the species is most
abundant in the areas least impacted by man, the pattern being the reverse of that of the Black
Vultures, possibly suggesting interspecific competition, but habitat preferences may also play a role
considering that the forest is lower, drier, and more open in the Guatemalan units (Whitacre ef al.
1991).

The North American races are migratory. Several hundreds of thousands of Turkey Vultures
pass through Panama in October and November to northern South America where they winter with
the resident race (Ellis et al. 1983; Gale 1986). In Colombia, only a small percentage of the residents
are displaced since food competition is limited, the migrants using garbage and refuse around human
habitations whereas the residents feed on road kills or small carcasses along the highways (Koester
1982). In the central Llanos of Venezuela, however, the subspecies have the same dietary preferences
and when the races are sympatric, the residents shift from foraging over open or semi-open habitats
to foraging almost exclusively in gallery forests whereas the migrants forage primarily over the
savannas (Kirk & Currall 1994; Kirk & Houston 1995). The physical condition of resident Turkey
Vultures also falls below the normal range when migrants are present but returns to above average
when they leave (Kirk & Gosler 1994). Since some migrants visit the gallery forests, and win most
agonistic encounters, food competition is minimized by the residents finding carcasses first and
feeding quickly before the migrants arrive (Kirk & Houston 1995), In other areas the numbers of
resident Turkey Vultures have been seen to decrease somewhat in October-November when migrants
are present (Guaternala: Vannini 1989).

Turkey Vultures have been included in many avifauna surveys and are considered to be fairly
common to abundant when in appropriate habitat (del Hoyo et al. 1994; Ellis ef al. 1990). In French
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Guiana, the Turkey Vulture is the least numerous of the smaller vulture species and mixes with the
Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture in the coastal savannas and marshes (Jullien & Thiollay 1996; Thiollay
1985a), but density seems to correspond to what would be expected for the species in these habitats
(J.-M. Thiollay pers. comm.). Turkey Vultures are fairly common in the Serra da Capivara N ational
Park in the Brazilian caatinga (Olmos 1993) and are seen daily in both the Sooretama and Pogo das
Antas Biological Reserves in southeastern Brazil, but the species is uncommon in the Serra da
Siberia and the Serra do Tingua and absent in the Serra dos Orgaos National Park, all of the latter
having large tracts of primary forest (Scott & Brooke 1985). Likewise, Turkey Vultures are at low
density in a well-preserved area of Atlantic rainforest in the Parque Estadual Intervales, being seen
above the canopy or in small openings next to roads or hamlets (Mafiosa & Pedrocchi 1997); also
rare in the relatively closed-canopy forests and forest fragments north of Manaus (Stotz & Bierregaard
1989) as well as along the Paraguay River (Hayes 1991).

On the other hand, the species is common over the Argentinean wet forests to the northeast and
northwest where food is abundant because of the cattle and horses kept in the clearings (Olrog 1985)
and common in the valleys and Andean grassy hills of Patagonia (Dondzar ef al. 1993); common
throughout Chile but most abundant in the desert areas of the north and the shrublands of the central
zone (Jaksic & Jiménez 1986). In Bolivia, the species is frequently seen at the Beni Biological
Station in all zones except the cyperacean swamps and along the banks of the Rio Manique (Brace
et al. 1997); present in the northern La Paz department (Remsen & Parker 1995), but abundance was
not quantified; uncommon in the dry forests along the Rio Machariapo (Pearman 1993). The species
is also present in Peru in the dry forests of the northwestern departments of Tumbes and Piura (Cook
1996; Parker et al. 1995) and it figured in a study on the guild of avian scavengers located east of the
Sechura Peninsula (Wallace & Temple 1987a). In the western Llanos of Venezuela, the species is
widespread and common and populations are stable (G. Rios pers. comm.); also common in the
temperate zone of the Andes of Mérida where it forages in open habitat up to about 2500 m a.s.l.
(Thiollay 1996); common in the northern Llanos but replaced by the Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture
in the rice fields near Calabozo and at low density at Hato El Cedral in Apure (Gémez et al. 1989).

Two threats are listed for the species (del Hoyo et al. 1994): getting killed by cars while fecding
at road-side carrion and being poisoned by contaminants at rubbish dumps. In the past in southern
Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, the species was affected by poison during the campaign to eradicate the
Black Vultures (Belton 1984); in Mexico, the populations of resident Turkey Vultures are declining
due to pollution (Ramos 1986) and data on the status of the species are currently being prepared by
Pronatura (J. Clinton-Eitniear pers. comm.). Large-scale spraying of agrochemicals has also been
incriminated for bringing about local declines in Turkey Vulture populations (Colombia, Tolima
Llanos: Olivares 1970).

Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture Cathartes burrovianus

This cathartid occurs from Mexico through Central America to northern Argentina and Uruguay;
its status, distribution, breeding biology and ecological requirernents are poorly known (del Hoyo et
al. 1994). Two subspecies are sometimes recognized and some of the northern populations appear to
be migratory. An influx of Lesser Yellow-heads has been reported in northern Colombia, September-
March, where they mix with flocks of migrating Turkey Vultures, and the southern subspecies
urubitinga has also been seen in Colombia from April to October (Koester 1982).

The Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture is absent in areas where heavy forest habitat predominates,
as shown in surveys taken in the Maya/Calakmul Biosphere Reserves, Guatemala/Mexico, (W hitacre
et al. 1991), French Guiana (Jullien & Thiollay 1996; Thiollay 1985a), and southeastern Brazil in
the Serra da Siberia, Sooretama, and Serra do Tingua Reserves and Serra dos Orgaos National Park
(Scott & Brooke 1985). The species prefers open habitat/grasslands and savannas (Ellis et al 1983;
del Hoyo et al. 1994; Kirk & Currall 1994)—and especially moist terrain. In French Guiana itisthe
most common vulture in the coastal open areas, including mangroves and forest edges, highest
abundance being reached in marshes and wet swamps and some overlap occurring with the distribution
of Turkey Vultures (Jullien & Thiotlay 1996; Thiollay 1985a); often seen in flocks of 10-15 (Thiollay
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1985a), density corresponding to what is expected for the species in these habitats (J.-M. Thiollay
pers. comm.). The Lesser Yellow-head is common in the Serra da Capivara National Park in the arid
caatinga of northeastern Brazil (Olmos 1993); common in southeastern Brazil in the Pogo das Antas
Biological Reserve which has rolling hills and plains and extensive areas of marshes and swamps
within and adjacent to the reserve, but a significant part of the marshes will be destroyed in the
future by a dam that is currently under construction (Scott & Brooke 1985); frequently seen soaring
low over wet meadows and rice fields in Rio Grande do Sul (Belton 1984). Seasonal abundance is
reported along the Paraguay River, highest density of Lesser Yellow-heads occurring in January
when water levels are lowest, and the species is most abundant in the northern sector where extensive
marshes are found along the margins of the river (Hayes 1991). The species is common in Argentina
in the open country and grasslands of the northcentral and northeastern provinces of Formosa, Chaco,
Corrientes, and Misiones (M. Nores pers. comm.; Olrog 1985); confined to the moist eastern fringe
of the South American Chaco, mainly along the Paraguay River (Short 1975); common in northern
Bolivia at the Beni Biological Station in swamp forests, forest islands, seasonally wet former riverbeds,
artificially created roadside pools as well as in chaco vegetation and over savannas (Brace ef al.
1997); listed as a species expected to occur in the projected La Paz Reserve in the northern part of
the country, which includes one of the most pristine major areas of grassland on the continent (Remsen
& Parker 1995). Lesser Yellow-heads, however, are not common in western Venezuela where they
are restricted to the humid and seasonally flooded lowland grasslands of the Llanos (Thiollay 1996);
likewise in the north and central Llanos the species is most common in areas where the savanna is
seasonally inundated and used for the cultivation of rice (Gémez et al. 1989).

In Mexico, the status of the species has been difficult to appraise and some of the Lesser Yellow-
heads may only be summer visitors (Ramos 1986). As a coastal swamp resident, the species is
particularly vulnerable to pollution from industrial activity, off-shore oil, and some volcanic activity
as well as pesticides (Clinton-Eitniear in Mundy 1985, p. 464), but the effect of the latter is not clear
since the same author reports Lesser Yellow-heads as abundant in areas of high potential
contamination. At the present time, Lesser Yellow-heads are most numerous in the Yucatén, and
even more so in similar habitat in Belize and Honduras, but as Turkey Vultures become more abundant
and expand their ranges and as marshes are polluted or drained, burrovianus will be placed at risk (J.
Clinton-Eitniear pers. comm.). In addition, the species was locally affected by poison in Brazil at the
time Black Vultures were being eradicated from southern Rio Grande do Sul (Belton 1984) and
Lesser Yellow-heads have also been affected by large-scale aerial spraying of agrochemicals in
plantations in Colombia (Tolima Llanos: Olivares 1970).

Greater Yellow-headed Vulture Cathartes melambrotus

This vulture was described as a species only in 1964 (Wetmore 1964). Little is known of its
breeding biology and no nests have yet been reported (del Hoyo et al. 1994). The distribution of the
Greater Yellow-head is also poorly known and some records from the west-central Amazon (Ellis e
al. 1990) show it to occur in both very dense forests and agricultural croplands along a road swath
farther west than the zone indicated on the distribution map in del Hoyo et al. (1994). This vulture
was also not indicated as occurring in Argentina, but melambrotus would appear to be the yellow-
headed species seen in 1981 by Olrog (1985) in the Iguazi National Park in the northeast province
of Misiones where the bird was common, and melambrotus may also have been the species seen the
same year in the rainforests of the Calilegua National Park in the northwestern province of Jujuy
(cited in Olrog 1985).

The Greater Yellow-headed Vulture is a true forest vulture, regularly occurring in large tracts of
unbroken primary forest (Thiollay 1985a,b), but also being seen over clearings and secondary forest,
usually alone or in pairs (Thiollay 1985a). Sometimes Turkey Vultures and Lesser Yellow-headed
Vultures co-exist with the Greater Yellow-headed Vulture (Thiollay 1985b). In French Guiana, all
three Cathartes species overlap in old mangroves and in areas with high forest fragmentation (Jullien
& Thiollay 1996). The Greater also slightly overlaps with the Turkey in the coastal forests and in
secondary and fragmented forest (Jullien & Thiollay 1996). The most detailed data on the status of
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the Greater Yellow-head come from French Guiana, the species being widespread and abundant
there (Thiollay 1985a). In the north-central part of the country in an area of unbroken lowland
rainforest near the Nouragues field station, the highest recorded concentration of Greater Yellow-
heads was 12 individuals, with an estimated average population of 19 individuals/100 km? (Thiollay
1989). Along the Courcibo River at Saint Eugéne, Greater Yellow-hcads are also very common,
seen several times a day, usually solitary, occasionally 2 or 3 together, and once 10 fed upon the
carcass of a Brocket deer Mazama sp. (O. Claessens pers. comm. and in prep.). In the Brazilian
Amazon some 80 km north of Manaus in an area of continuous forest as well as forest fragments and
clearings for cattle pastures, the species was recorded as uncommon (Stotz & Bierregaard 1989), but
in the pristine forests along the Rio Xingd, 52 km SSW of Altamira, Pard, this species was the most
prevalent of the vultures, six together at the most and seen in 31/45 days of field work, data being
collected on the Greater Yellow-head’s use of olfaction to locate carrion (Graves 1992). At the Beni
Biological Station in northern Bolivia, the species was recorded as infrequent, seen over all types of
forest (terra firma, seasonally inundated, riverine, swamp, secondary and deciduous) but not over
the savannas, chaco, or cyperacean swamps (Brace et al. 1997); also seen in northern La Paz
department where the lowland forests of western Amazonia meet the humid montane forests of the
eastern slopes of the Andes, but no density index was established (Remsen & Parker 1995). It can
still be found in the eastern lowlands of Ecuador, where deforestation has proceeded on a smaller
scale than in the western zones (Ortiz-Crespo 1986), and the species seems to be fairly common (P.
Greenfield pers. comm.); also recorded in Peruvian rainforests (Tambopata Reserve) but not common
(R. Piana pers. comm); abundant in Colombia in the Amacayacu National Park in the vérzea forests
of Matamatd and the terra firma forests of Rio Cotuhé where the species’ olfactory capabilities and
its role in the guild of forest scavengers were studied (Gémez et al. 1994). The same type of study
was also carried out in an area of lowland forest in northern Venezuela near El Callao (Houston
1994), but the density of the species was considerably lower than that recorded in Colombia.

The main threats to the Greater Yellow-headed Vulture are habitat destruction and human
exploitation of forest areas, resulting in disturbance and high hunting pressure which cause aradical
decline in mammal numbers—and mammal carcasses form the basis of the food supply for all the
Cathartes species (Houston 1987). In turn, when the density of the Cathartes species is low, the
vultures are no longer able to exploit carrion efficiently and other cathartids, such as the King Vulture,
that greatly depend on the Cathartes for locating food in dense forest habitat, are adversely affected
(Houston 1987).

King Vulture Sarcoramphus papa

Found from southern Mexico to northern Argentina, the King Vulture inhabits tropical lowland
and montane forests—primary and secondary as well as forest remnants, evergreen and deciduous—
but the species can also be seen over adjoining savannas, grasslands and agricultural areas searching
for food (del Hoyo et al. 1994; Ellis et al. 1983; Jullien & Thiollay 1996; Kirk & Currall 1994, Reid
1989; Thiollay 1985¢). The species is classified as forest-dependent, requiring sizable patches of
primary forest for feeding and nesting (Stiles 1985). Reported as not adapting well to human presence
(Clinton-Eitniear 1989), King Vultures are rarely seen feeding on road kills (Clinton-Eitniear 1985;
Kirk & Currall 1994) or in cattle slaughter areas (Clinton-Eitniear 1985) and even when in heavily
forested habitat, the species is most abundant at sites without permanent human settlement (W hitacre
et al. 1991), but some surprising exceptions have been reported in the north-central Llanos of
Venezuela (Schlee 1995).

In Mesoamerica, the strongholds of the species are in Belize, carcasses at feeding stations in the
Mountain Pine Ridge and Chiquibul Forest Reserves having attracted up to 18 Kings at one time
(Clinton-Eitniear 1993), and in Guatemala where the species is particularly abundant in the Maya
Biosphere Reserve in the northern Petén department (Whitacre et al. 1991). Traditionally, however,
King Vultures were shot on sight in Belize, having been accused of killing domestic fowl (Matola
1985). In 1984, an educational programme was started at the Belize Zoo to teach school children the
natural history of the species and for this purpose a hand-reared juvenile was donated by the Jackson

196



Zoological Park, Mississippi (U.S.A.) (Matola 1985). The Belize and Jackson Zoos also collaborated
in setting up a programme to reintroduce King Vultures into the wild and one juvenile, equipped
with a radio transmitter, was released in 1987 and followed for three weeks (J. Clinton-Eitniear pers.
comm.); later, the programme was discontinued. In Guatemala, the species is extremely rare on the
Pacific versant because of extensive deforestation and scarcity of food arising from improved livestock
management (Vannini 1989).

Historically in Mexico, the species was abundant and widespread in the coastal mountains (see
map in Clinton-Eitniear 1989) and even in the 1950s, a dead tapir Tapirus terrestris could attract
more than fifty Kings in the state of Veracruz (Clinton-Eitniear 1985). Now, habitat modification
and pollution (Ramos 1986) have caused Mexican King Vulture populations to decrease and the
species is extinct in the regions of Catemaco (Aguilar 1989) and Los Tuxtlas (Martinez-Gémez
1992). However, some unexpected sightings have been made recently in the states of Yucatan and
Quintana Roo (Clinton-Eitniear & Wood 1995) and the species is frequently seen in the Chimalas
region of Oaxaca and the Lacandon in Chiapas (Clinton-Eitniear 1989) as well as in the Calakmul in
Campeche (Berlanga & Wood 1992; Whitacre et al. 1991). Nonetheless, the Lacandona forest is
currently undergoing shifting agriculture, harvesting of timber and cattle raising and the survival of
the King Vulture will depend on the amount of shooting in the reserves as well as the attitudes of the
locals toward vultures (Clinton-Eitniear 1989). In El Salvador, the species has been extirpated from
the eastern and central part of the country where it was previously fairly common (Thurber et al.
1987), and a recent study at El Imposible National Park rated the King Vulture as rare and placed it
on the list of birds of conservation priority that are probably threatened with extinction at the national
level considering the paucity of forest sites in the country (Komar & Herrera 1995). Populations
have also declined in Honduras and Nicaragua, mainly because of extensive habitat loss (Clinton-
Eitniear 1993), and the King Vulture is listed on CITES III for Honduras. In Costa Rica, King
Vultures are known to occur in at least 7/12 of the national parks, where most of the remaining
forested areas are located, the species’ density being low but stable and at carrying capacity due to a
lack of food (Clinton-Eitniear 1987). In the past, nearly all of Costa Rica was covered with forest of
one type or another but since 1940 over half the forests have been lost and the remaining unprotected
areas are rapidly being cleared for agriculture or pasture (Stiles 1985). In Panama, King Vulture
populations also appear to be stable (Clinton-Eitniear 1993), but numerical status has not been
evaluated.

In South America, the status of the species varies geographically from fairly common and
widespread to rare and threatened with extinction. In French Guiana, which has about 70,000 km? of
humid tropical lowland forest that has never been logged or touched by shifting cultivation, King
Vaultures can be seen daily throughout the forest, alone or in pairs flying high over the canopy
(Thiollay 1985a), but density is much lower than that of the smaller cathartids (Jullien & Thiollay
1996). In the north-central part of the country in an area of unbroken rainforest near the Nouragues
field station, seven Kings was the highest concentration recorded, the population for 100 km? being
estimated at nine individuals and including two resident pairs (Thiollay 1989). Near Saint Eugéne,
however, in an area along the Courcibo River that was inundated when the Petit Saut Dam was put
into operation, King Vultures are much less numerous—only 54 sightings in 21 months—but six
adults comprised the highest concentration recorded (O. Claessen, pers. comm. and in prep.). In
Brazil, Sarcoramphus is rare or absent throughout the northeast, only one or two pairs living in the
Serra da Capivara National Park, where hunting and fires are commonplace, and the species has
been placed on the list of birds of conservation concern (Olmos 1993). The species is also rare in the
central Amazon basin as shown in an intense 7-year study of the avifauna of the forests and clearings
north of Manaus (Stotz & Bierregaard 1989), in roadside counts (Ellis er al. 1990) as well as in a
study along the Rio Xingu, 52 km SSW of Altamira (Graves 1992). In the southeast, King Vultures
are listed as rare in the Serra do Tingua and the Sooretama Biological Reserve, and absent in the
Serra dos Orgaos National Park, Pogco das Antas Biological Reserve, and the Serra da Siberia (Scott
& Brooke 1985). In fact, the species is now considered as threatened with extinction in the state of
Rio de Janeiro where it has been conferred the IUCN conservation status of “Vulnerable” (Alves et
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al., in press). The species is also absent in Parque Estadual Intervales, a well-preserved area of
Atlantic rainforest in the Serra do Mar Mountains (Mafiosa & Pedrocchi 1997), and rarely seen on
the slopes in Catarina or in the Aparados da Serra National Park in Rio Grande do Sul (Belton 1984);
also rare in the Iguazd National Park in the Misiones forest along the Parand River on both the
Brazilian and Argentinian sides (Albuquerque 1986). The latter populations are separated from each
other by extensive soyabean agriculture that forms an open corridor, several hundred kilometres
wide (Albuquerque 1986). In Argentina, the species appears regularly in the wet forests of Misiones
in the northeast and of Jujuy in the northwest and up to 2300 m in the mountains, the population
possibly being as low as 10-15 pairs (Olrog 1985) but stable, and individuals having been seen as far
south as Santiago del Estero, La Rioja, San Juan and Cérdoba (M. Nores pers. comm.); rare in
Paraguay (M. Nores pers. comm.); uncommon to rare in the Chaco (Short 1975); reported in Bolivia
in the lowland and montane forests of northern La Paz department (Remsen & Parker 1995) but
status not determined, and uncommon in the “Man and Biosphere™ Beni Biological Station (Brace et
al. 1997). In Peru, King Vultures are known to breed in the southeastern rainforests along the
Tambopata River near Puerto Maldonado (T. de Roy and R. Piana pers. comm.) and the species is
present in the Sechura Peninsula and nearby Andean foothills where carcasses have attracted up to
eight Kings (Wallace & Temple 1987a). The species is also present in the Pacific dry forests of the
North-western Peru Biosphere Reserve located in the departments of Tumbes and Piura and
encompassing the Bosque Nacional de Tumbes, but abundance was not determined (Cook 1996;
Parker et al. 1995). Unfortunately, over the past 30 years, the unbroken expanses of dry forest,
which formerly extended from the Cordillera de Chongén in Ecuador south to the west slope of the
Andes east of Chiclayo in Peru, have been reduced to scattered small fragments of heavily exploited
forest surrounded by croplands and pastures (Parker et al. 1993). In western Ecuador the King
Vulture is very rare due to extensive deforestation (Ortiz-Crespo 1986) and only a small number
remain in the dry deciduous forests west of Guayaquil (P. Greenfield pers. comm.); also uncommon
in the Amazonian lowlands of eastern Ecuador (C. Canaday pers. comm.) but scattered throughout
except in the oil-producing zones (Ortiz-Crespo 1986). In Colombia, deforestation has also taken its
toll, the King Vulture having been eliminated from the Valle del Cauca plateau over 30 years ago
when the area was cleared of its forests to make way for pastures and finally for cereal, cotton, or
sugar-cane fields (Lehmann 1970). In the Amacayacu National Park in the extreme south of the
country, King Vultures accounted for only 6-7% of the four vulture species present at carcasses in
the vérzea forests of Matamat4d where human exploitation has caused the density of wild mammals
to decline, but the proportion of Kings rose four-fold at Rio Cotuhé, an area of terra firma forest
having undisturbed mammal populations (Gémez et al. 1994).

King Vulture density in the Llanos of Venezuela is low (Ellis ez al. 1983, 1990; Gémez Carredano
1994; Goémez et al. 1989; Gémez et al. 1994; Kirk & Currall 1994; Thiollay 1996), and near Guanare
in the western Llanos, the species is thought to be declining because of decreasing food availability
due to more efficient livestock management (G. Rios pers. comm.). In the western Orinoco basin,
King Vultures are mainly seen as scattered pairs or individuals flying over montane forests with
agricultural clearings, gallery or flooded forests as well as savanna/forest mosaic dominated by
forest (Reid 1989) and the species can be found up to elevations of 1000 m in the Andes of Mérida
(Thiollay 1996). In Venezuela, large sections of savanna are set on fire every year (J.L.. G6mez
Carredano pers. comm.; pers. obs.), adjacent areas and even the fringes of very humid forest being
consumed (Phelps 1970), and this takes place during the King Vulture nesting period in the Llanos
(Gémez Carredano 1994; Ramo & Busto 1988; Schlee 1995). In one instance, a nest in a samdn tree
Pithcellobium saman in the dry deciduous forests of the Andean piedmont in the state of Portuguesa
was affected; after the discovery of the nestling, a fire left the nest tree burning at the base and one
of the branches close to the nest cavity 10 m from the ground had also burned, the tree finally falling
about the time the chick fledged (Ramo & Busto 1988). Also in the Llanos, nestlings are sometimes
taken home and kept as pets until they become unmanageable (J.L. Gémez Carredano pers. comm.;
Schlee 1995). On the other hand, in the Valley of Las Nieves (Estado Bolivar) located in the northwest
uplands of the Venezuelan Guayana, 20-43 King Vultures (adults and young) regularly gather to eat
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domestic carrion, the highest concentration being 68 Kings (adults and young of all plumage classes
except downy or partly downy) seen at a dead horse in August 1997 (Schlee 1998); however, the
foraging range of these birds is not known and many may have travelled considerable distances in
search of food. Although relatively untouched at the present time, the area is slowly being developed
(Huber 1995a, b): an asphait road from Caicara to Puerto Ayacucho was completed in 1989 as well
as the opening of one of the world’s largest bauxite mines at Los Pijiguaos, west-southwest of Las
Nieves; diamonds and gold have long been mined to the east along Rio Guaniamo, and the Parguaza
Forest Lot to the southwest was opened for commercial logging concessions in the early 1990s,
although the latter has not yet been exploited (Huber 1995b). The burning of large tracts of land in
the Venezuelan Guayana is also a problem, the savannas, shrublands, and dry forests of the northern
and northwestern lowlands in Bolivar state being among the areas most heavily affected (Huber
1995b).

Andean Condor Vultur gryphus

This species is found among the highest peaks of the Andes from Venezuela to Tierra del Fuego
and Isla Grande (Ellis ef al. 1983), but it also descends to shrubsteppe and valleys (Dondzar et al.
1993), to coastal areas to feed on stranded marine animals and to surrounding desert grasslands to
feed on carcasses of livestock (Wallace & Temple 1987a). The Andean Condor was placed on CITES
I to protect it from pressure from live animal trade, but its status varies geographically from abundant
in southern Latin America to locally threatened or having become extinct or nearly so in its northern
range (del Hoyo et al. 1994).

In Argentina, condor populations are considered to be healthy (M. Nores and L. Sympson pers.
comm.) and in some areas of the Sierras Pampeanas the species may even be more numerous than
before due to an increasing food supply from livestock (M. Nores pers. comm.). Some threats,
however, do exist. Condors have been shot by hunters or poisoned from baits set out for foxes
Dusicyon sp. (Jacome 1996/97), and the population in the easternmost breeding grounds of the
species—the Quebrada de los Condoritos in the Achala Pampa of the Cordovan Mountains—had
seriously declined by the late 1980s due to decreasing food supplies as well as constant disturbance
from visitors, mineral-exploitation activities, and airforce manoeuvres (Ramallo 1990). A programme
for reinforcing the population was successfully undertaken and the Quebrada was finally declared a
national park (M. Terrasse, pers. comm. from F. Ramallo). Also, the Buenos Aires, Chaco and La
Plata Zoological Parks drew up an agreement in 1996, later extended to two other facilities, to send
Andean Condor eggs to the Buenos Aires Zoo where the young would be hand-reared and released
into an established population (Jacome 1996/97). The following year, five juveniles were released in
Valle Encontado, located between Rio Negro and Neuquén in the Andes, the goal being to study
their adaptation to conditions in the wild (L. Sympson pers. comm.). An inventory of condor roosting
sites is also underway but it will take several years to determine the numerical status of the species
in Argentina (L. Sympson pers. comm.).

In Chile, condors can be found throughout and in large concentrations in areas with cattle ranching
(Pavez & Tala 1991), but populations are stable only in the south (Jaksic & Jiménez 1986). The
species is mainly threatened by the lack of food resulting from declines in marine mammal populations
and from improved husbandry conditions for livestock, but sometimes condors are shot by farmers
or used for target practice by city-dwellers on the weekends (Jaksic & Jiménez 1986). In the basin of
Rio Blanco, condors gather in large numbers at a garbage dumping area some 17 km long, and in
1991 a project was drawn up to evaluate the condor’s use of the refuse, to collect data on roosting
and nesting sites, flight paths, etc., and to set up an artificial feeding station (Pdvez & Tala 1991). A
preliminary study (Anonymous 1992 ) proposed La Vega Piuguenes as the best site for the operations
but the outcome of the project is not known.

In Bolivia (L. Jammes pers. comm.), no censuses have been taken but condors are regularly seen
by plane along the east side of the Andes from the latitude of Santa Cruz to Rio Pilcomaya. The
species, however, seems to be slowly declining, especially in the altiplano, and is not seen as often
in the dry valleys southeast of Cochabamba, droughts and desert expansion probably being
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contributing factors. Several studies have taken place in Peru in the Cerro Illescas on the Sechura
peninsula, the Olmos and Naupe regions in the western Andean foothills and in the Pampa Galeras
in the high Andes. The species’ reproductive cycle is closely tied to El Nino events affecting the
availability of carrion, and thus coastal- and foothill-dwelling populations breed irregularly (Wallace
& Temple 1988) and would have difficulties maintaining population size if human-induced activities
should increase mortality (Temple & Wallace 1989). High-elevation populations, on the contrary,
are probably more than able to maintain their numbers (Wallace & Temple 1988). Studies have also
been made on feeding and foraging behaviour (Wallace & Temple 1987a) and hand-reared condors,
released on the Sechura Peninsula, were used as surrogates to develop release procedures for the
California Condor Gymnogyps californianus (Wallace & Temple 1987b). Andean Condors are still
used in some folk festivals, serve as targets for hunters or are shot by farmers for having “stolen”
domestic animals, and in the past they were shot on the guano islands by the guards (L. Paz Soldan
pers. comm.).

In Ecuador (Mauricio Guerrero, national coordinator of the Save the Condor Campaign, pers.
comm.; C. Canaday pers. comm.), the Andean Condor is considered as endangered, the population
comprising an estimated 70-100 individuals and declining because of human persecution as well as
a lack of food, native animals being replaced by domestic ones for which management practices
have improved. The “Save the Condor Campaign” was started after seven condors were poisoned in
the Antisa Volcano area; ranchers claimed that condors attack newborn calves but this has never
been demonstrated scientifically. Also, fires are regularly started in the paramos “to ensure the rains
will come” or “to have better grass” and they play a role in displacing the condors, one roost being
affected in 1996. Several programmes have been implemented by CECIA, the Ecuadorian
ornithological foundation, with partial financial support from either the Wildlife Conservation Society,
USAid, Peace Corps or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. A national education campaign was started
with the general public in 1991-92 to foster greater awareness of the biology of the condors and July
7 was declared National Andean Condor Day. Other programmes focus on environmental education
and ecotourism, especially in buffer zones around reserves that harbour the species. A major monitoring
project using aerial photography was initiated to determine the status of the populations in several
areas, and the availability of food and the threats to survival are also being investigated.

In Colombia, the Condor Recovery Program went into effect in 1989, at which time the Colombian
Andean Condor population numbered about 10 pairs found mainly in the Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta Mountains (Lieberman et al. 1993). One of the major factors contributing to the species’
radical decline was the destruction of the higher altitude forests for the cultivation of potatoes,
wheat, and barley, which resulted in an insufficient supply of food for the condors (Olivares 1970).
A special report on the project was provided for the 5% World Conference by the programme director
Alan Lieberman (pers. comm.), with additional details coming from Lieberman et al. (1993). In
1991, a formal Memorandum of Understanding was drawn up between the Instituto Nacional de
Desarrollo de los Recursos Naturales Renovables INDERENA) and the Zoological Society of San
Diego, the latter having now provided over $100,000 in financial support. From 1989 to 1991,
captive-reared condors were released in the Chingaza and Puracé National Parks and in the Chiles
Indian Reserve, the number of sites later being increased to include Parque Los Nevados as well as
a future site in the Sierra Nevada de Cocuy in the northeast; the recovery programme also includes
a site in Venezuela (see below). All of the release sites are in the paramo zone (>3000 m a.s.L),
characterized by alpine vegetation, heavy fogs, rolling mists, gusty winds and an average temperature
of 10°C. Eighteen facilities in the U.S. as well as the Cali Zoological Park in Colombia have
contributed young condors for the reintroduction programme. Each bird has to be hand-carried over
the high-altitude pdramo to a specially prepared housing structure, releases having taken place as
early as 17 days or as late as 103 days after arrival of the birds. From 1989 through 1997, 49 birds
were released and 35 survived. Pairs have been formed and eggs laid and hatched. At Chiles, the six
surviving birds formed a common flock with a group of wild condors from Ecuador. A recent field
census in the Santa Marta shows a wild population of 32 condors consisting of various age classes
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from fledgling to adult.

Although the status of the condor as a former breeding species in Venezuela remains speculative,
specimens have occasionally been seen in the Mérida Cordillera (Zonfrillo 1977), but they were
usually thought to be transients from the neighbouring Colombian Andes or the Sierra de Santa
Marta (for a review of documented sightings, see Calchi & Viloria 1991). The condor was officially
declared extinct in Venezuela in 1960 and 31 years later a programme aimed at the recovery of
endangered species-Andean Condor and Spectacled Bear Oso frontino-was started by the Banco
Andino Venezolano (Fundandinos) in conjunction with the Instituto Nacional de Parques
(INPARQUES), the release site for the condors being set up in the Valley of Mifafi in the Pdramo de
la Culata National Park (Celis Parra 1992). The project was carried out in collaboration with
INDERENA, in charge of the Condor Recovery Program in Colombia, and the Venezuelan staff
were trained at the Chingaza release site. Most of the information available can be found in the
annual reports compiled by the general programme coordinator, Maria Rosa Cuesta (see Cuesta
1993-96). Her texts provide an excellent analysis of the housing facilities, maintenance and release
procedures; feeding, foraging, and social behaviours; the association of wild condors with the released
juveniles; and interactions with humans. Prior to releasing the birds, a massive educational programme
was launched in the schools of Mérida, Tryjillo and T4chira and a live condor mascot, donated by
the Havanna Zoological Park, Cuba, was used to educate the public. In 1994, the Murcunturia Visitors
Center was set up in Mifaff, an area already known for its tourist attractions.

Young hand-reared or parent-reared Andean Condors were received from the Los Angeles and
San Diego Zoos. Five juveniles were released in 1993, one of which was shot at in July 1994 but not
seriously wounded, the act being carried out by an inebriated local. Five more young were released
in 1995, but in May of the following year, two out of the first group and two from the second were
shot down by the locals. An international appeal launched by the Venezuelan Audubon Society
indicated the shootings were instigated by the Mayor of Mucuchies whose political affiliates were
attacking the national parks and the condor project, seeing them as a threat to the farmers’ rights to
use the land as well as to the development of “mass tourism” as opposed to small-scale nature
tourism. The condor project having thus been turned into a political issue, a campaign was launched
by its opponents to have the two Andean national parks—the Sierra Nevada created in 1952 and the
Piramo de la Culatta created in 1990—closed down, even though most of the lands are sitnated
above the tree line where agriculture would have a devastating effect on the fragile soils and vegetation.
These parks are part of the new Birdlife “Biodiversity Priority Areas for Conservation™ programme.
According to Alan Lieberman (pers. comm.), the situation has since been resolved and the condor
recovery team, in collaboration with the Cleveland Zoo (U.S.A.), is planning new releases.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Habitat modification, particularly deforestation, is the main factor affecting cathartid populations
in Latin America, as has been pointed out in the past vulture symposia (Mundy 1985; Wilbur 1983).
An estimated 200,000 ha of forest cover are lost every year, mainly for the expansion of agriculture—
pastures for cattle ranching or fields for the production of soya-bean forage for the livestock industry
(Tole 1998). The Atlantic rainforest of Brazil, for example, has been shattered into tens of thousands
of forest fragments covering only 8% of the pre-Columbian area (Ranta et al. 1998). All of the
primary forest of the coastal plains has been cleared in the state of Rio de Janeiro and many of the
larger mammals, birds, and reptiles have become exceedingly rare if not extinct, partially due to
illegal hunting in the reserves (Scott & Brooke 1985). Thus, it is not surprising to find the King
Vulture, for examplé, listed as threatened with extinction in the area (Alves ef al., in press). As was
pointed out in the 1982 Vulture Symposium, the survival of the King Vulture is contingent upon the
rate of deforestation (Clinton-Eitniear in Mundy 1985, p. 463). The same could be said for Cathartes
melambrotus, a species confined to undisturbed tropical lowland forest, although the latter would
appear to be fairly abundant at the present time but becoming less frequent in areas where the food
supply has been impoverished by heavy hunting pressure (del Hoyo et al. 1994). The drainage of
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swamps and marshes is also of concern and would put the Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture at risk. On
the other hand, Black Vultures and Turkey Vultures seem to thrive with deforestation and agricultural
development, although in some areas they are sustained almost entirely by human-related activities
(Thiollay 1996), Black Vultures not becoming a problem when refuse is limited (Vaninni 1989).

Food availability is a problem in many areas, local mammal populations having been reduced or
extirpated by habitat alteration, high hunting pressure, and disturbance (Olmos 1993; Ortiz-Crespo
1986; Jaksic & Jiménez 1986); and in areas where habitat has been converted to pastures, the food
supply is often further reduced by improved livestock management (Clinton-Eitniear 1987; Jaksic
& Jiménez 1986; Vannini 1986). In some instances, however, the scarcity of natural food is partially
alleviated by the proliferation of refuse dumps (Jaksic & Jiménez 1986), although the nutritional
value of such a food source can be questioned, and the vultures are also exposed to contaminants
(P4vez & Tala 1991). Human persecution exists: Andean Condors and King Vultures have been shot
for target practice, for trophies, or (o eliminate them as a potential “threat” to livestock; condors and
some of the smaller cathartids have been poisoned.

Another important threat to raptors in Latin America is pesticide contamination (Ellis & Smith
1986; Martinez-Sanchez 1986). Organochlorines are still being used by many low-income farmers
(Albuquerque 1986; Jaksic & Jiménez 1986) and have directly affected some Black Vulture
populations (Albert et al. 1989a, b). Although the use of the principal organochlorine biocides was
ended by decree in 1984 in Venezuela, for example, DDT s still widely used in anti-malarial campaigns
in the Amazonian region and organochlorines have been detected in the eggs of several raptor species
in the Llanos (Basili e ol. 1994). Large-scale aerial spraying of agrochemicals in plantations of
cotton, sugar-cane, and rice caused local declines in Coragyps atratus, Cathartes aura and C.
burrovianus in Colombia (Olivares 1970) and this claim has recently been made by some locals in
the western Llanos of Venezuela in relation to King Vultures (unpubl. information). Aerial spraying
of pesticides has also been incriminated for leading to the recent extinction or decline of several
raptor species in parts of Ecuador (Ortiz-Crespo 1986) and for provoking symptoms of poisoning in
others in Nicaragua (Martinez-Sanchez 1986), although the impact on vultures was not determined.
At the last vulture symposium, one Andean Condor was reported to have been heavily contaminated
from pesticides in coastal Peru but the extent of the contamination in the population as a whole was
not known (S.A. Temple in Mundy 1985, p.462) and Lesser Yellow-headed Vultures are vulnerable
to pollution and pesticides in coastal areas (J. Clinton-Eitniear in Mundy 1985, p. 464). Some of the
above examples involve either direct or secondary contamination whereas in others, a species may
have declined because of a loss or reduction in its food base. Data concerning the effects of pesticides
and other environmental contaminants on vultures are extremely scarce and further study of this
problem is needed throughout Latin America.

Finally, detailed studies are needed on the biology and ecology of all the cathartid species in
Latin America; even the distribution of both yellow-headed species is poorly known, The populations
of Andean Condors and King Vultures in high risk areas need to be numerically evaluated. At the
present time, the California Condor and the Andean Condor are on CITES I and the King Vulture is
on CITES III, but only for Honduras. Although the author feels that all cathartid species should as a
matter of principle be placed on CITES Il along with the other Falconiformes, based on the information
compiled in this report, at least Sarcoramphus papa, Cathartes burrovianus and Cathartes
melambrotus should certainly be placed on CITES II. Should the Cathartidae in the future be removed
from the diurnal birds of prey and placed with the Ciconiiformes or be treated as a separate order—
the Cathartiformes—all national and international legislation concerning these taxa will need to
undergo the appropriate changes.
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