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ABSTRACT

The establishment of vulture restaurants has been considered a useful
conservation tool for preserving vulture populations. Since Bovine Spongiform
Encephalopathy or “mad-cow” disease (BSE) appeared in Spain (to date 277
cattle affected and increasing), leaving carcasses in the fields for vultures was
strictly banned. During 2001-2002, the Spanish Government removed around
305,000 carcasses per year from the fields/farms (0.58% of the National
Livestock census). Results of the Surveillance Plan against BSE have been
unequal regionally. Only La Rioja Province has managed a good carcass
removal programme that destroyed 48,025 and 31,277 carcasses in 2001 and
2002 respectively. However, even since BSE appeared vulture species in Spain
have had enough food available. The effect of the carcass removal programme
on the breeding success of vulture populations inhabiting large areas of Spain
has been analysed. The study area accounted for 84% of Griffon, 50% of
Cinereous, 51% of Egyptian and 100% of Bearded Vulture populations. The
Bearded Vulture is the only species having a well-established - protected and
managed - feeding programme. For the other species, although there are
protected breeding areas, there is insufficient protection of feeding places. The
National Royal Decree, approved in November 2002, and subsequent European
regulations do not take into account extensive grazing management nor the use
of ruminants for feeding vultures. Agreement between biologists and
veterinarians is urgently needed in order to balance livestock rearing
techniques and carcass availability for vultures.
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INTRODUCTION

The four wvulture species inhabiting Spain have experienced different
population trends in the last three decades: The Eurasian Griffon Gypsfulvus
has largely recovered (SEO 1981; Arroyo et al. 1991; Del Moral & Marti
2001) while Cinereous Aegypius monachus and Bearded Gypaetus barbatus
Vultures have slightly increased (Sanchez 2003; R. Heredia 2001 & pers.
comm.); finally, the Egyptian Vulture Neophron percnopterus has suffered a
25% decline since the last First National Census in 1990 (Perea ef al. 1991 ; Del
Moral & Marti 2002). These trends are clearly due to protection of breeding
areas and in some instances (e.g. the Eurasian Griffon) a superabundance of
food and/or lack of human persecution by shooting or poisoning (Donazar &
Fernandez 1990; Camina 2000). However, there has been a growth of
poisoning incidents in recent years, especially for the Egyptian and Cinereous
Vultures in certain areas (Antor 2003; Hernandez 2000, 2003; Sanchez 2003).

Supplementary feeding has long been widely employed as a conservation
tool for managing carrion-eating birds (Iribarren 1977; Terrasse 1985;
Fernandez 1988; Butchart 1988; Mundy et al. 1992; Vlachos et al. 1999).
However in the 1970s and 80s only a few true feeding stations for Griffons
operated in Spain, mostly managed by Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) and probably no more than ten (Iribarren 1977). In extensive grazing
areas, carcasses remained in the field and vultures regularly fed on them. For
many years only a few feeding points were used in the Pyrenees, where mainly
sheep hooves and spinal columns were dropped in order to increase the
survival of immature Bearded Vultures (Heredia & Heredia 1999). Other
vulture restaurants were employed in the recovery of the Cinereous Vulture
population, as in Mallorca (Tewes et al. 1998). However, to date, all the
remaining so-called "feeding stations" were places where village people left
livestock carcasses for vultures, known in Spanish as "muladares" and
operating 1illegally. According to very old Spanish regulations all carcasses
must be destroyed (buried or burnt) in order to prevent any effect on human
health. However, both shepherds and authorities overlooked the problem of
corpse disposal and left carcasses for vultures at these sites. From now on a
clear distinction will be used between feeding stations and vulture restaurants.
In Spain, the latter term is employed for legal feeding sites in accordance with
the new regulations.

Since Bovine Spongiform Encepahlopathy (BSE), and other diseases such
as foot and mouth, appeared in Europe both livestock rearing techniques and
movements within European Union territory have been peer supervised by the
authorities. In Spain the first cases of BSE appeared in November 2000 and, up
to May 2003, 277 cattle had been affected (Ministerio de Agricultura Pesca y
Alimentacion 2003). Shortly after, measures against BSE included carcass
removal from farms to be destroyed by means of incineration. Nevertheless,
carrion-eating birds directly affected by these measures were not taken into
account (Camina 2001a). Since then, some local regulations were published for
preserving vulture populations (Boletin Oficial de La Rioja 2001; Boletin
Oficial de la Comunidad Forai de Navarra 2001; Diario Oficial de la
Generalitat Valenciana 2001). Finally, on 1 November 2002 the Spanish
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