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A MASS POISONING OF
WHITE-BACKED AND LAPPET-FACED VULTURES
IN GONAREZHOU NATIONAL PARK

R.J. Groom, E. Gandiwa, P. Gandiwa & H.J. van der Westhuizen

INTRODUCTION

In this article we report a mass poisoning
of vultures in the Gonarezhou National Park
in Zimbabwe. This was one of the largest
mass killings of vultures ever recorded and
the largest recorded in Zimbabwe. On many

of the carcasses the upper beaks were
removed, suggesting the involvement of
superstition and/or traditional medicine
practices. The reasons for, and consequences
of, such vulture harvesting are discussed.

STUDY AREA

Gonarezhou National Park, situated in the
south east of Zimbabwe, has an area of 5,053
km? and was formally gazetted as a national
park in 1975. It borders Mozambique along its
eastern edge and its southern border is less than
50 km from the Kruger National Park in South
Africa. The park supports at least four vulture
species; White-backed Pseudogyps africanus,

Hooded Necrosyrtes monachus, White-headed
Trigonoceps occipitalis and Lappet-faced
Torgos tracheliotos while Cape Vultures Gyps
coprotheres are occasional visitors (Childes &
Mundy 2001). All of these vulture species are
listed on the IUCN red list with declining
population trends (IUCN, 2012).

CASE STUDY

On 17 July 2012, the carcass of an
elephant Loxodonta africana as surrounded
by dead vultures was spotted from the air in
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Fig. 1. Map of Gonarezhou National Park, with location in Zimbabwe inset, showing location of
poisoned elephant carcass.
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Fig. 4. A pile of 184 dead vultures in front of the elephant carcass that was poisoned. (See this and p. 7).
Photo: © Rosemary Groom.

A ground follow-up revealed the scale of
the event. The first dead vulture, an adult
African White-backed, was found 630 m
from the carcass and thereafter dead White-
backed  Vultures were picked up
continuously as the elephant carcass was
approached. The vast majority of the birds
were lying face-down, with wings spread
(Figure 2, centre spread i), a classic
indication of death by poisoning (P. Mundy,
pers. comm.). About 200 m from the
elephant carcass, the cleaned carcass of a
zebra Equus quagga was found, with 15 dead
African White-backed Vultures nearby. The
carcass of a Nyala Tragelaphus angasi bull
was also located a short distance away. Both
carcasses appeared to be about one week old.
Evidence of an abandoned poachers’ camp
was discovered 70 m from the elephant
carcass, close to which a dying White-backed
Vulture was found. In total, 50 dead African
White-backed Vultures were found before
the carcass was reached.

The elephant carcass appeared to be about
two weeks old and the tusks had been
removed. Evidence suggested the elephant’s
skin was cut open with a sharp knife in at least
four different places: the neck, back, stomach
and rear, presumably in order to expose the
poisoned flesh to vultures. A further 109 dead
vultures were counted at or in the immediate
vicinity of the carcass. Of these, as far as
could be told, 94 were African White-backed
and 15 were Lappet-faced Vultures. No Cape
Vultures were identified, but with the state of
decomposition of many of the carcasses it
cannot be said for certain that some of the
birds classified as White-backed Vultures
were not Cape Vultures. No Hooded or White-
headed Vultures were recorded.

The majority of these carcasses were in
four piles under trees or bushes next to the
elephant carcass (Figure 3a, centre spread,
Figure 4 above) and in all four piles, the upper
beaks of the older carcasses had been removed
(Figure 3b, centre spread i). The fresher
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carcasses were undisturbed, suggesting the
poachers had moved off before the vultures
finished dying. In total the upper beaks had
been removed from at least 57 White-backed
and eight Lappet-faced Vultures, apparently
with a machete or a heavy blow with a sharp
knife. Nothing else was disturbed on any of
the vulture carcasses; the head/brains had not
been removed. A further 25 dead White-
backed Vultures were located a short distance
away from the carcass, making a total of 184
vulture carcasses recorded at that time, of
which 15 were Lappet-faced. The true number
of dead vultures was probably even higher.

The vulture carcasses were piled on top of
the elephant carcass and covered with dry
branches. Twenty litres of diesel were sprayed
over the pile after which it was burnt. A week
later when staff returned with a metal detector
to look for cartridges or bullets around the
elephant carcass, a further seven White-
backed Vulture carcasses were found right at
the burn site, making the total of 191 dead
vultures. This indicates that even after the
carcasses were burnt, the poison was still
active in some of the carcasses, causing
further mortalities.

Samples of oesophageal or crop contents
were taken for analysis but, unfortunately,
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the results were inconclusive. The toxicology
report did suggest, however, the samples

were  negative for the  commoner
organochlorines,  organophosphates  and
carbamates, including aldicarb (Temik),

which is a chemical frequently used to
poison wildlife.

In addition to the vultures, spoor of three
Spotted Hyaenas Crocuta crocuta, two
jackals (probably Black-backed Jackals
Canis mesomelas), several civets Civettictis
civetta and one Lion Panthera pardus were
seen around the elephant carcass, and there
was evidence that hyenas had chewed on the
bones. No dead carnivores were found
although part of the lower leg bone of a lion
was found nearby. A comprehensive search
of the area was carried out by the Parks and
Wildlife Management Authority, and patrols
in the area were increased. Old tracks were
followed which led towards the Mozambique
border. No evidence of bullets or cartridges
was found, so it remains unclear if the
elephant was shot for ivory and subsequently
poisoned, or killed after consumption of a
poisoned melon or marula fruit. There was
no evidence in this case that a waterhole had
been poisoned.

DIScussION

Despite being the most widespread and
common vulture in Africa, the African White-
backed Vulture is experiencing rapid declines
owing to habitat loss and conversion to agro-
pastoral systems, declines in wild ungulate
populations, hunting for trade, persecution,
vehicle collisions and poisoning and is now
listed as endangered (IUCN, 2012). The
Lappet-faced Vulture is classified as
vulnerable (IUCN, 2012), since only a small
and declining population remains, owing
primarily to poisoning and persecution, as
well as ecosystem alterations. The loss of
individuals of these species on such a large
scale is therefore a cause for serious concern.

There is little doubt that in this case the
elephant carcass had been deliberately

opened to expose poisoned flesh, with the
explicit intent to kill vultures. A common
reason for poisoning vultures is that removal
of these birds prevents them alerting law
enforcement personnel to poached carcasses.
In this case however, there was an additional,
if not ulterior motivation; that of harvesting
the beaks. The reasons for this centre around
cultural perceptions and practices. In
southern Africa, vultures are caught and
consumed for perceived medicinal and
psychological benefits (McKean & Botha,
2007), and their decline and possible
extirpation in Nigeria has been attributed to
the trade in vulture parts for traditional juju
practices (Hall, 2011 in Birdlife International
2012). There is evidence to suggest that
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traditional use is one of the major causes of
the rapid decline in vulture populations in
South Africa, where traditional medicine is
held in high esteem and regularly used by a
large proportion of the population (McKean
& Mander, 2007). Vultures are used in the
traditional medicine industry for a range of
purposes, but are believed to be most
effective for providing clairvoyant powers,
foresight and increased intelligence. The
main drivers of demand for these uses are
betting and gambling, for improved business
success, and intelligence in school children.
Vulture is also prescribed by traditional
healers for various ailments, including
headaches (McKean & Mander, 2007).

Thus traditional healers are driving
demand for vultures by either prescribing the
use of vultures or using vultures themselves
to assist in making predictions for their
clients (McKean & Mander, 2007).
Importantly, traditional healers indicate that
there are no comparable alternatives to
vultures for clairvoyance use (McKean &
Mander, 2007), promoting the importance of
vulture parts for this purpose. McKean &
Mander (2007) also note in their report that
while traditional healers and traders do not
indicate an increasing demand for vulture
products, vultures are becoming more
difficult to obtain. The same study estimated
that there are 1250 vulture traders, hunters
and traditional healers operating in eastern
South Africa alone who benefit financially
from the trade in vultures. These individuals
earn between R950 and R2500 per annum
from this trade (McKean & Mander, 2007).

In the Gonarezhou incident, beaks had
been removed from only 33% of the
carcasses, suggesting that the remaining
vultures continued to die after the poachers
had left. Although the poison used remains
unidentified its long lasting nature is clearly
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partly responsible for the very high mortality
recorded. Whatever the reason for the
removal of the beaks of the vultures, it is
clear that such practices are unsustainable.
Losing at least 191 vultures in a single
poisoning event is potentially catastrophic
for the population. Given the impacts of
other factors such as habitat loss,
electrocutions, collisions with man-made
structures and direct or indirect poisoning for
other reasons, the extent of the wvulture
harvest for traditional medicine is a serious
threat to the continued survival of a number
of species of vulture (McKean & Botha
2007). In Zimbabwe, and specifically in the
Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation
Area, we need further research on vulture
population trends, their movements, and their
perceived value to communities.

There is need to establish a basic protocol
for land owners and game rangers in the
sampling methods of poisoned species as well
as a protocol for the best practice to dispose of
a poisoned carcass to avoid further
contamination. Furthermore, it is well known
that purple-labelled poisons (highly toxic) are
sold on the street in Zimbabwe for poisoning
rats and it is important that the Environmental
Management Authority is made aware of this
practice so that it can be controlled.

Given the scale of the declines in vulture
populations being recorded throughout
Africa and Asia (Ogada er al., 2012), it is
clear that government support is needed to
help  protect these  species,  with
corresponding  investment of financial
resources, as well as stiffer penalties for
wildlife poisoning cases. Achieving the
political will, as well as community support,
will be vital for successful future
conservation efforts of these iconic and
valuable birds.
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White-backed Vultures Gyps africanus taking off after a dip in Matoa Pan, Hwange NP.
Photo: © Julia Duprée.
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African White-backed Vultures Pseudogyps africanus some of a total of 191 vultures found poisoned
in Gonerazhou National Park. See pp. 5-9. Photos: © Rosemary Groom.

Fig 3b. Vulture head with upper beak removed.



