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Introduction 

The Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus is a Critically Endangered species in southern 
Africa whose entire range in the Southern Hemisphere falls within the Maloti-Drakensberg 
mountains of South Africa and Lesotho 

The Bearded Vulture Task force (BVTF) was established in 2006 with the purpose 
of implementing the Conservation Action Plan for the species (Krüger et al. 2006). This plan 
was the product of a week-long workshop where specialists, concerned about the 
population numbers, documented the threats to the species and identified solutions to 
address these threats. A number of gaps in the knowledge of the southern African 
population were also identified as actions requiring further research.   

The BVTF falls under the Birds of Prey Programme of the Endangered Wildlife Trust 
(EWT) and is made of up of representatives from conservation bodies, NGOs and the 
scientific community from Lesotho and three provinces (KwaZulu-Natal, Free State and 
Eastern Cape) of South Africa. Dr Sonja Krüger from Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife has 
spearheaded the BVTF since its inception.  

Ten years later, the BVTF is now implementing the Biodiversity Management Plan 
for the Species (Krüger 2013). The BVTF have worked hard to implement the actions 
contained in the plan, and a summary of their conservation action is contained below.  

 

Achievements 

The Biodiversity Management Plan 

A workshop was held in 2011 to review the original action plan developed in 2006. The 
participants decided to develop a Biodiversity Management Plan (BMP) for the species 
which would be gazetted in both countries. A public participation process was followed in 
developing the BMP to obtain stakeholder input and support. 

The aim of the BMP is to provide a mechanism to ensure the long term survival of 
the species through halting the population decline and stabilizing the population at the 
current population size (approximately 100 breeding pairs) over the next ten years and to 
start growing the population to a realistic carrying capacity (150 breeding pairs) in the 
future.  

The BMP was gazetted in South Africa in 2014 (published 8 May 2014 Government 
Gazette Notice No. 37620) and the South African Minister appointed Ezemvelo KZN 
Wildlife as the agency responsible for overseeing its implementation. The BMP is aligned 
with the National Development Strategy in Lesotho but still requires formal adoption by the 
Principal Secretary. 

 
Population Status 
 

Intensive monitoring of known and potential nest sites has taken place by 
community-based nest monitors, conservation staff and volunteers to obtain accurate 
baseline data on the size and range of the breeding population. This has been done on 
foot, using vehicles and helicopter aerial surveys. Monitoring has also taken place regularly 
at selected feeding sites to obtain information on population age structure and habitat use. 
 

An assessment was done of the territory occupancy, distribution and density of the 
population to identify population trends (Krüger et al. 2014a). The number of occupied 



territories decreased by between 32%-51%, the breeding range decreased by 27% and 
breeding densities decreased by 20% over the past five decades. The birds occupy a 
breeding range of 28,125 km2 with higher densities recorded in the core of the range than in 
the peripheral areas. The population is estimated at between 368-408 individuals (109-221 
breeding pairs). Human impacts rather than food availability and climate change were found 
to be the reasons for birds abandoning their territories, with abandonment more likely in 
territories with higher densities of power lines and human settlements (Krüger et al. 2015a).  

This information led to the Bearded Vulture being uplisted to Critically Endangered 
in southern Africa in the recent review of the red data book (Krüger 2015). 
 
Tracking the movement of Bearded Vultures.  
 
A total of 25 solar powered GPS tracking devices were placed on Bearded Vultures 
between 2007-2012. Overall 10 of these birds have been found dead, seven transmitters 
have failed during the period 2007-2016 and eight are still active. These data have enabled 
us to determine mortality rates and causes as well obtain detailed information on their daily 
movement patterns and calculate the size and location of their home range areas (Krüger et 
al. 2014b). Information on fledgling dispersal has also been examined (Krüger & Amar 2016 
in press).This information is required to address the causes of mortality, make population 
projections and identify sites of high use where conservation actions must be focussed.  

The overall foraging range of the population was estimated to be 51,767 km2 and 
non-adults were found to use 65% of this area whereas adults focussed their activities in an 
area of about 286 km2 around their nests. Non-adults increased the size of their range as 
they aged, with birds aged between 4-6 years facing the greatest exposure to risk factors.  

The tracking data has also been used to determine the potential impact of 
windfarms in the region and provide consultants with a map of sensitive sites (i.e. areas of 
high Bearded Vulture density to be avoided when considering construction sites) 
(Rushworth & Krüger 2014; Reid et al. 2015)  
 
Supplementary feeding of vultures  
 
Vultures risk poisoning through veterinary drugs, lead and through deliberate poisoning 
events. Strategic sites have been identified for the provision of safe and regular food to 
supplement what is available in the environment, e.g. to provide adults with food to ensure 
they attain good breeding condition and supply chicks with a steady food supply when they 
fledge the nest, thus increasing chick survival and fledging success.  
Viewing Hides have been built at feeding sites in Golden Gate Highlands National Park, 
Maloti-Drakensberg Park (Giants Castle and Cathedral Peak) and Ongeluksnek Nature 
Reserve. Freezer facilities to store carcasses have been provided in Eastern Cape (2), 
KwaZulu-Natal (3) and the Free State (1).  

Obtaining carcasses is a challenge in Lesotho. A livestock exchange programme 
has been established by the Quthing Wildlife and Development Trust at two feeding sites 
and BVTF members are investigating the use of stock pounds as a possible food source for 
vultures. 
 
Education and awareness 
A number of initiatives have been implemented to ensure that decision makers and the 
public are more aware of the plight of vultures and the consequences of the decline in their 
numbers in order to obtain support from them.  
 An annual Vulture Count Day was instituted in 2004 which developed into the 
International Vulture Awareness Day. The event focusses on counting vultures at feeding 
sites throughout the species’ range and thus provides a minimum total count, a tool for re-
sighting marked birds and creates awareness amongst the greater public. A number of 
awareness activities aimed at schools thoughout the range take place on the same day. 

Members of the BVTF have produced several leaflets and information posters on 
the species which have been translated into Seotho, isiZulu and Xhoza. Posters on the 
threats to vultures and the re-sighting of tagged birds have also been produced. These 
materials have been distributed to schools, conservation and tourism offices, police stations 
and magistrate’s courts throughout the species range.  



A number of popular articles have been published (e.g. in Africa Birds and Birding, 
Wild en Jag) as well as several topical newspaper articles (e.g. Beeld, The Witness, Barkly 
Reporter, Mountain Echo).  BVTF members have taken part in several radio interviews over 
the years (e.g. SAFM, RSG, QwaQwa Radio, uKhozi FM). 50/50 documentaries have been 
aired focussing on i) the release of the first bird fitted with a cellphone tracking device, ii) a 
two part series on the activities of the project and iii) the negative impacts of the proposed 
realignment of a national highway on a Bearded Vulture nest. A short documentary on the 
species was aired at COP17 to raise awareness internationally. 

A vulture media awareness forum was established aimed at improving the image of 
vultures in the press and literature, and at counteracting current misconceptions. The forum 
is looking at developing education materials and using a live vulture to promote the species 
amongst schools and farmers’ days.  

Farmer’s awareness days (Lesotho, Swartberg, South Coast) have been held and 
agricultural shows (Nampo, Royal Show, Underberg Show, Garden Show) have been 
attended to highlight the plight of vultures and the threats facing them. A number of talks 
have been given to a range of bird clubs in KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and Eastern Cape as 
well as Conservancies, stakeholders (e.g. police) and at public gatherings throughout the 
year. In Lesotho meeting have been held with the police, herdsmen, traditional healers and 
herbalists. 
 Interaction takes place with scholars throughout the year throughout the range and 
at the African Birds of Prey Sanctuary through various education and awareness initiatives 
including debate clubs, plays, drawing competitions etc. 

 
Genetics 
The genetic risk was examined by sampling the two main populations of the sub-species 
G.b. meridionalis in sub-Saharan Africa (southern Africa and Ethiopia) (Krüger et al. 
2015b). There is little to no differentiation between populations in southern Africa and 
Ethiopia suggesting that translocations of individuals from Ethiopia could be considered for 
introduction into the local population. The reduced haplotype diversity found in southern 
Africa suggests that translocations may be necessary to improve genetic diversity.  
 
Conservation Breeding Programme 
A captive bird that was being held illegally in Lesotho was confiscated in 2011 and is 
currently housed at the African Birds of Prey Sanctuary near Pietermaritzburg. The bird is 
non-releasable since she has limited flight experience as a result of being kept in a small 
cage for the first 5-6 years of her life. She is, however, healthy and is an ambassador to the 
species. She was named Nonyana Leseli, meaning “Bird of Light” as part of a schools 
competition. She also has the potential to form part of a captive breeding programme. 

In 2015, the BVTF took the decision to implement a Conservation Breeding 
Programme, based on the size of the in-situ population and the trend in number as well as 
the IUCN recommendations to consider such a strategy when populations number less than 
1000 wild individuals. This programme was initiated by Shannon Hoffman at the Birds of 
Prey Sanctuary and aims to i) ensure a diverse and sustainable ex-situ rescue or insurance 
population to prevent extinction, and ii) to produce viable chicks for consideration of 
reintroduction into suitable areas of their former range. 

As there was only one southern African Bearded Vulture in captivity, and the 
subspecies is different from Europe, the build-up of a captive nucleus has to be based on 
eggs collected from the wild – second eggs from known nests, and hand-rearing with a 
puppet. During 2015 two eggs were harvested from wild nests. Chicks were successfully 
hatched and reared and the two fledged juveniles are doing well in their new aviary that 
contains an \artificial cliff face. The programme aims to hatch at least five eggs annually for 
the next few years to ensure a minimum captive population of 20 individuals. 
 
Research 
A substantial amount of research has been done on the species in the past decade which 
has informed conservation and planning decisions. The research that has been published is 
listed below (peer reviewed scientific publications). The research projects that have been 
undertaken are as follows:  

 PhD investigating the decline of the species (Krüger 2014) 



 MSc investigating the feasibility of reintroductions (Brink 2014) 
 Project on feeding sites (R Meyer) 
 Questionnaire survey of farmers attitudes (Hiltunen 2008)  
 Trade in vulture parts (Mander et al. 2007, T Tshaka)  
 Interviews with stock owners in the range management areas, tour guides and  

herders (S Piper, S Zwakala).  
 Spatial analyses of movements to inform wind turbine placement (Reid et al. 2015) 

 
Peer Reviewed Scientific Publications not referred to above: 
Polyandry at breeding sites (Krüger 2007) 
The ranging behaviour of a juvenile Bearded Vulture in South Africa (Urios et al. 2010).  
Cape Vulture usurping Bearded Vulture nest (Crowson & Kruger 2014) 
Investigation to the decline of the species (Krüger 2014) 
The decline of vultures in Africa (Ogada et al. 2015) 
The viability of reintroductions into the former range of the species (Brink et al. 2016 in 
prep). 
 
Databases 
A database of all vulture restaurants has been curated by EWT and is constantly updated. 
This database provides useful information on the distribution of active feeding sites as well 
as contact details of managers.  

A database on Bearded Vulture nest sites and sightings has been developed. This 
database will be web-enabled to allow for viewing and editing access by various users.  
 
Threats 
Using updated and recent research information population models were rerun for the 
species. Models predict a negative growth rate for the population over the next 50 years 
(λ=0.99) with a high probability (89%) of extinction as a result of low survival estimates 
(particularly for adults; 86%) and reduced productivity (55%). Human activities (69%) and 
power line collisions (21%) were the primary reasons for the low survival rates with 
poisoning alone accounting for 90% of the deaths of tracked birds. To achieve a positive 
growth rate, mortality rates should be reduced by >50%, productivity increased by >25% 
and the population should be supplemented by at least six individuals annually for the next 
20 years (Krüger 2014). 

A Wildlife Conflict Mitigation course was held for conservation staff to offer 
landowners alternative solutions to using poison for predator control. A wildlife poisoning 
investigation course has also been run throughout the species’ range to provide individuals 
with the skills to deal with a poisoning scene and assist poisoned vultures.  

The Wildlife and Energy Programme of the EWT held several training courses in 
KwaZulu Natal, the Free State and Lesotho on the identification of raptor unfriendly 
electricity structures and measures to mitigate these. District Environmental Officers and 
field workers of the Lesotho Electricity Corporation in Lesotho were also trained. Ezemvelo 
undertook an assessment of the powerlines in their protected areas in the Drakensberg 
region and recommendations for mitigation were sent to the ESKOM via the Wildlife and 
Energy Programme of the EWT. Several assessments have also been undertaken in 
Lesotho and monitoring of powerlines is ongoing.  
 Progress has been made in making the conservation and hunting fraternity aware of 
the negative impacts of lead on vultures. Ongoing tests at Onderstepoort on veterinary 
drugs, have also identified additional drugs, used to treat livestock, that impact on 
scavengers such as vultures. Task force members in Lesotho have met with various vets 
and farmers in a number of districts to educate them on various problem products. 
Agricultural products for sale and in use throughout the range are being investigated to 
determine whether any are known to be harmful to vultures feeding on carcasses that have 
been treated with these products. All non-environmentally friendly products have been 
banned in Lesotho. 

The BVTF registered as an Interested and Affected Party for the proposed re-
alignment of the N3 toll road between Johannesburg and Durban. The realignment of the 
highway was of major concern because the proposed route passes close by an active 



Bearded Vulture nest (one of the few remaining sites off the main escarpment) and a large 
Cape Vulture Roost.  

The BVTF also registered as an Interested and Affected Party for the proposed 
Letseng windfarm development project in Lesotho. Despite the severity of the predicted 
impacts based on research results, the project was approved subject to the results of pre-
construction monitoring. No monitoring has taken place to date. 
 
Conferences / meetings 
Attendance at conferences, workshops and meetings provides an opportunity to share 
information and obtain valuable input on the conservation of the species. 
Information on the project/species has been shared at the following: 

 The annual symposium of the Birds of Prey programme between 2006 and 2016 
 SANParks Savanna Networking Meeting 
 SANParks ranger meetings in Kruger National Park and Golden Gate Highlands 

National Park 
 Bird and fish tracking conference in the USA in 2009 
 International Bearded Vulture meeting in France (2004), Spain (2013) and Corsica 

(2015)  
 Power Institute for East and Southern Africa (PIESA) meetings 
 EWT Wildlife & Energy Symposium 
 Windfarm conference in Berlin (2015) 
 A Pan African Vulture Summit in Kenya (2011) and Senegal (2016) 
 Pan African Ornithological Congress in Tanzania (2012) 
 Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife's Contemporary Conservation Practice conference (2013 & 

2015) 
 BirdLife SA’s LAB conference (2013, 2014)  
 BirdLife SA’s Birds and Renewable Energy annual conference 
 Poisoning workshops in Etosha (2014) and Spain (2104) 
 CMS meetings and CMS Multi Species Action Plan workshop for African Vultures in 

Senegal (2016) 
 
Funding 
Various organisations and individuals have funded the project over the past decade. Most 
notably: Sasol has funded monitoring activities; Wildlands, Maloti Drakensberg 
Transfrontier Programme and Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife have funded satellite transmitter 
costs and provincial and district conservation agencies, NGOs (EWT, ERS) and 
Universities (Percy Fitzpatrick Institute, Centre of Excellence; UKZN)  have funded various 
administrative, research and monitoring activities. Donations have been received from 
Suncoast Casino, the McAdams family, Taylor and Finlay Attorneys, Allan Mundell and 
Turkuazoo Aquarium. Funds have also been provided by Marriott and EnviroVision 
Solutions (nest camera); Raptor Rescue (rehabilitation costs) and African Birds of Prey 
Sanctuary (conservation breeding programme running costs). 
 
Conclusion 
 
The success of the Task Force is the fact that it has been able bring together stakeholders 
from across the species' range and across international borders to work towards the 
conservation of this species. The species has been recognised as the flagship-species of 
the Maloti-Drakensberg mountains. 

Although the BVTF can look back on a productive decade of measurable 
conservation impact, it is essential for the BVTF to continue implementing and reviewing 
the BMP to address the primary threat of poisoning and continued monitoring of the 
population to evaluate the success of the implementation of BMP actions in order to 
achieve the primary aim of stabilising the population decline. 
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Vulture Monitoring in Lesotho 
 

 

 
 

Collecting nestlings to fit with transmitters 

 

 
Fitting a juvenile Bearded Vulture with a 
satellite tracking device in KwaZulu-
Natal 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Undertaking vulture awareness 
at an Eastern Cape school 

                 
                 
 

 
 

 Puppet rearing a chick in the conservation 
breeding programme 

  

 
 

One of the materials developed for 
education and awareness purposes 

 
 


