Page 1 of 5

|

Short communication

BOTHALIA – African Biodiversity & Conservation
ISSN: (Online) 2311-9284, (Print) 0006-8241

Captive large predators killing vultures:
exposing captive facilities as an additional
source of mortality to highly threatened birds
Authors
Lindy J. Thompson1,2
John P. Davies2
Gareth Tate2,3
Colleen T. Downs1

Affiliations
Centre for Functional Biodiversity,
School of Life Sciences,
University of KwaZulu-Natal,
Private Bag X01, Scottsville,
3201, South Africa.
2
Birds of Prey Programme,
Endangered Wildlife Trust,
Private Bag X11, Modderfontein,
3209, Johannesburg, South
Africa.
3
FitzPatrick Institute of African
Ornithology, DST-NRF Centre of
Excellence, University of Cape
Town, 7701, Rondebosch, South
Africa.
1

Corresponding Author
Lindy Thompson,
lindyt@ewt.org.za.

Dates
Submitted: 5 March 2019
Accepted: 21 May 2019
Published: 16 July 2020

How to cite this article:
Thompson, L.J., Davies, J.P., Tate,
G. & Downs, C.T., 2020, ‘Captive
large predators killing vultures:
exposing captive facilities as an
additional source of mortality
to highly threatened birds’,
Bothalia 50(1), a6. http://dx.doi.
org/10.38201/btha.abc.v50.i1.6

Background and objective: African vultures are under pressure from various,
well-known anthropogenic threats. Here we describe and aim to highlight a littleknown source of mortality to two Critically Endangered vulture species (Gyps africanus and Necrosyrtes monachus), as well as the Endangered Cape Vulture (Gyps
copropheres) in southern Africa – that of captive big cats killing vultures that land
in their enclosures to feed on food scraps or faeces or to bathe in drinking water.
Methods: Personal observations, reports from public, interviews with current and
former staff from predator parks and lion hunting ranches.
Discussion: While the spatial and numerical extent of this mortality has not yet
been quantified, if it is found to be widespread then failure to address it may
present a risk to the regions’ vulture populations.
Conclusion: We encourage captive breeding facilities and regulatory authorities
to take appropriate action to prevent free-roaming vultures from coming into
contact with captive big cats, and we highlight the need for further research to
determine the spatial extent and magnitude of this threat to African vultures.
Keywords: captive big cats, Gyps africanus, Hooded Vulture, Necrosyrtes monachus, Panthera, threat, vulture, White-backed Vulture.

Introduction
Africa’s vultures are facing an extinction crisis (Ogada et al. 2016a) similar to
that experienced by Asia’s vultures (Oaks et al. 2004), and both result from
anthropogenic factors. The main anthropogenic threats to African vultures are
deliberate poisoning by poachers, secondary poisoning, the illegal trade in
vulture body parts for belief-based use, and mortalities caused by energy infrastructure (Ogada et al. 2016a,b). One of the least known anthropogenic threats
to African vultures is mortality caused by captive big cats, Panthera spp. (Mundy et al. 1992). Here we describe a case of captive big cats (lions, Panthera
leo, and leopards, P. pardus) killing Critically Endangered vultures when they
land in enclosures at a predator breeding tourist facility in South Africa close
to protected areas where vultures occur. In light of rapid population declines
(Thiollay 2006; Virani et al. 2011; Buechley & Şekercioğlu 2016), and the dire
conservation status of most African vulture species (IUCN 2018), we aim to
highlight this source of mortality in Critically Endangered vultures. We hope
that this record will serve as motivation for further investigation into the spatial
extent and magnitude of this source of mortality and, if necessary, mitigation
of this potential threat.
http://abcjournal.org
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Observations
On 13 October 2016, Lindy Thompson observed a
dead Cape Vulture (Gyps coprotheres) in a supplementary feeding site at an endangered species centre
in South Africa’s Limpopo Province (Figure 1). Since
Thompson did not know how the bird came to be
there, she emailed an enquiry to the centre, asking
them to remove the bird to reduce the spread of possible pathogens or poison to other scavengers. The same
day, Thompson received a reply from one of the centre’s staff members, saying that the vulture had been
killed by one of their predators and the carcass disposed of at the feeding site.
On 4 January 2018, John Davies received a report from
a member of the public who had visited the same facility on the previous day that said that two of the centre’s captive leopards were killing free-ranging vultures
that landed in their enclosure. Note that we wish to
highlight a source of mortality to vultures, rather than
condemn a particular facility, and so we do not mention the property by name nor its exact geographical
location. Thompson immediately arranged to meet a
staff member at this facility, who stated that the centre’s
big cats were killing vultures at a rate of approximately
one per month. A few days later, at a second meeting,
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the facility’s manager told Thompson that the big cats
in two enclosures (each 1 hectare) were exhibiting this
behaviour: the first enclosure housed two lions, and the
second housed two leopards. These particular big cats
were repeatedly catching and killing (but not eating)
vultures that landed in their enclosures to bathe in the
cats’ drinking water and to feed on food scraps (and
possibly also faeces, in the case of Hooded Vultures
(Necrosyrtes monachus) (Mundy et al. 1992; Reading
et al. 2017)). A former staff member of the centre later
told Thompson that lions at this facility used to kill two
to three vultures (Hooded and White-backed) a month,
and, while those lions were now deceased, the lions
currently at the facility also display this behaviour. The
two aforementioned vulture species are classified both
globally and regionally as Critically Endangered (Taylor
et al. 2015; IUCN 2018).
In an attempt to determine how widespread this phenomenon is, we interviewed staff at 11 predator parks
and lion hunting ranches in South Africa, and obtained
responses from seven facilities. The people we interviewed had worked at these seven facilities for an average 17.3 ± 18.7 years (mean ± standard deviation,
n = 6), with a combined work experience of at least
104 years. Three of these seven individuals had never
encountered their captive predators chasing or killing
birds (at predator parks in Gauteng, the Eastern Cape

Figure 1. A Cape Vulture killed by a captive predator at a facility in Limpopo Province, South Africa, and placed at the centre’s supplementary feeding site. Photographed on 13 October 2016, by L.J. Thompson.
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and Limpopo). The remaining four people we spoke
to had observed the following: leopards and cheetahs
(Acinonyx jubatus) rarely killing Yellow-billed Kites (Milvus aegyptius) and Helmeted Guineafowl (Numida meleagris) (at a tourist facility in Limpopo); a lion catching (but not killing) a juvenile Verreaux’s Eagle (Aquila
verreauxii) (at a tourist facility in KwaZulu-Natal), lions
killing White-backed Vultures and crows (Corvus sp.)
(at an unrecorded frequency at a lion hunting ranch in
North West Province); and lions killing one vulture (species unknown) and one crow (at a lion hunting ranch in
North West Province). These observations suggest that
captive predators may kill wild vultures and other birds
at other facilities, and this behavior may be widespread
across various provinces, but that it is also rare.

Discussion
Large mammalian scavengers and predators such as
lion, leopard, cheetah and African wild dog (Lycaon
pictus) do not tolerate vultures approaching too closely
(or feeding) when they are feeding (Attwell 1963). Wild
lions and African wild dogs frequently chase vultures
(including Hooded and White-backed vultures) off carcasses, but it seems that vultures are rarely caught and
killed (Attwell 1963; Mundy 1997). Hooded Vultures
may be drawn to the lions’ enclosure for food scraps
(including moist lion droppings), and White-backed
Vultures have previously been observed visiting the enclosures of captive lions to scavenge on food remains
(Mundy et al. 1992). We could find little evidence of
an association between wild leopards and vultures
in the scientific literature (Kendall et al. 2012), other
than leopards killing and predating on Lappet-faced
and White-backed vulture nestlings (Pennycuick 1976;
Mundy et al. 1992; Pringle 2016; Grobler 2018). Leopards usually consume small prey animals immediately
after killing them, and cache larger prey in dense trees
where they cannot be found by vultures and mammalian scavengers (Kruuk & Turner 1967). Therefore, the
captive leopards at this facility seem to be displaying an
unusual behaviour when they kill vultures.
The reported current loss of at least one individual vulture per month at this facility equates to a conservative
estimate of 12 White-backed and/or Hooded vultures
killed at this centre per year. In South Africa, there are
an estimated 100–200 mature Hooded Vultures and
3 435 breeding pairs of White-backed Vultures (Taylor
et al. 2015). The annual loss of vultures at this facility is
therefore significant, and represents an additional and
ongoing threat to the region’s vulture populations. This
facility is 30 km from a core Hooded Vulture breeding
area (Thompson et al. 2017), 2.9 km from the nearest
known Hooded Vulture nest (Davies, pers. obs.), and
13 km from the Kruger National Park, which holds an
internationally significant population of White-backed
http://abcjournal.org
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Vultures (Murn et al. 2013). These distances of source
vulture areas to the facility are well within the daily distances travelled by Hooded and White-backed vultures
(Phipps et al. 2013; Reading et al. 2019), the two vulture species commonly being killed at this centre.
Thompson’s suggestion of installing roofs over the big
cats’ enclosures to prevent vultures from landing, was
dismissed by the centre’s management for being too expensive, and because roofs would make the enclosures
‘look too much like cages’, which would be unsightly
for paying guests. Our repeated requests to spend a day
observing the big cats in question, aiming to better understand the problem, were denied by the facility. The
centre’s policy of discarding leftover meat and bones at
two sites on the property, for free-roaming vultures to
consume, may be compounding this problem. One of
these sites is a dump, and the other is a supplementary
feeding site that is open for public viewing. The daily
congregation of hundreds of Endangered and Critically Endangered vultures at this property’s feeding sites
(Thompson pers. obs.) may be a ‘source’, facilitating an
ongoing supply of highly threatened birds to the ‘sinks’
that are the big cat enclosures.

Conservation recommendations
It is imperative that owners and staff of centres such
as this, where captive big cats are killing highly threatened vultures, recognise the conservation implications
of this phenomenon. Such cases should be reported
to the relevant local wildlife authorities by anyone (including researchers, staff members, managers, owners,
veterinarians, volunteers, tradesmen and members of
the public) who becomes aware of it, so that it can be
swiftly and effectively dealt with. The simplest solution may be for facility staff to make use of the smaller
feeding enclosures within the big cat enclosures. These
smaller feeding enclosures have doors and roofs, which
prevent vultures from entering these designated feeding areas. While the big cats feed in the small, contained feeding enclosures, staff could remove all food
scraps and faeces from the rest of the enclosures, minimising the attraction for vultures and preventing the
problem. At the facility in question, staff do not make
use of the feeding enclosures, instead they allow the big
cats to drag their food out into the larger, uncovered
enclosures, where it attracts vultures. Other management tools could include a variety of environmental enrichment techniques for captive big cats (Powell 1995;
Bashaw et al. 2003; Clark & King 2008; Sutherland et al.
2018), coupled with exclusion techniques and/or visual
deterrents, such as human disturbance, to prevent vultures from landing in big cats’ enclosures (Bishop et al.
2003). We further recommend that centres place supplementary feeding sites for vultures as far as possible
from uncovered big cat enclosures, to reduce the possibility of attracting vultures to these enclosures. As a
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last resort, we suggest the relocation of the problem big
cats to another facility outside of vulture foraging range.
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Finally, we encourage researchers to assess the spatial extent of this problem and the frequency with which it occurs, to determine the potential population-level impact
of this poorly documented threat to African vultures.
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