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ABSTRACT

By the end of the 1960s, the future of vultures in France appeared bleak.
Apart from the western half of the Pyrenees, with residual populations of
Eurasian Griffon Gyps fulvus and Bearded Vultures Gypaetus barbatus, and
Corsica with a few Bearded Vultures, most of France had lost its large vultures
inctuding the Black Vuiture Aegypius monachus.

Within the scope of a national conservation campaign, a process to restore
raptor communities began. Concerning vultures, this was completed through
reintroduction programmes. After the success of the Griffon Vulture
reintroduction, started in 1968 in the Grands Causses of the Massif Central,
other programmes followed in the 90s: Black Vultures in the Massif Central
and then Griffon Vultures in the Southern Alps.

In 2003 a viable population of Griffon Vultures in the Massif Central
contained around 110 pairs. The same situation occurred in the Alps with about
50 breeding pairs of Griffon Vultures. Ten years after the beginning of the
Black Vulture releases, the free ranging population included 11 breeding patrs.
Accurate monitoring during the reintroduction period allowed us to estimate
demographic parameters such as survival and breeding rates, evolution of
breeding and foraging territories, main threats, movements between
reintroduced populations and those from neighbouring countries, acceptance by
people and the beneficial part played by vultures in what is called sustainable
development.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the 19th century, the sharp decrease and in some cases extinction of
raptors in France were the consequences of a true "raptor war", where
poisoning and shooting played a major role. Black Aegypius monachus and
Griffon Gyps fulvus Vultures disappeared from the south of the Massif Central
and the Alps between the end of the 19" Century and 1945 (Berthet 1946:
Terrasse 1983). For these scavengers, a reduction of food availability due to the
decline of wild ungulates and the set up of veterinary legislation preventing the
disposal of carrion in the field, played an additional role in these extinctions.

In the 1960s, all European countries (France, Italy, Former Yugoslavia...)
had lost most of their vultures (Schenk 1972) except for Spain with about
2,.000 pairs of Griffon and 200 pairs of Black Vultures (Bernis 1966, 1974). In
France the Black Vulture was extinct and the Pyrenees were the last stronghold
of our vultures, with less than 10 pairs of Bearded Vultures and about 50 pairs
of Griffon Vultures (Terrasse & Terrasse 1967) in the western half of this
mountain range.

The first measure to reverse this negative trend was the set up of the first
"vulture restaurants" in the 1960s, in the French Pyrenees, in order to provide a
safe source of food without the threat of poison (Terrasse & Terrasse 1970).

In 1968, a group of raptor enthusiasts and later on the Fonds d'Intervention
pour les Rapaces (now LPO) and the Parc National des Cevennes (PNC)
started a reintroduction project near the last recorded Griffon Vulture breeding
site in the Jonte Gorges in the southern part of the Massif Central (Heim de
Balzac 1922). The success of this programme enabled us to build up a
restoration strategy for both Griffon and Black Vultures at the scale of the
whole of southern France. We present here a brief summary of the main
outputs of these programmes in order to discuss success parameters that could
be beneficial for other reintroductions.

METHODS

Release area

The study area covers all the Grands Causses and adjacent canyons of the
southern Massif Central, and the Provencale Pre-Alps (Fig. 1). These areas are
still good habitat for vultures. They provide cliffs and limestone mountains or
plateaux, where important sheep rearing is still present (Tessier 1992; Terrasse
etal. 1994).

After the successful reintroduction of Griffon Vultures in the Jonte Gorges,
a reintroduction attempt occurred in the Vis Gorges, in the southern Grands
Causses, with first releases in 1993. This was followed by three programmes in
the southern Alps, first releases starting in 1996 in the Baronnies, in 1999 in
Diois and in 1999 in the Verdon Canyon. In 1992, in the Grands Causses, the
reintroduction of the Black Vulture began with the help of the Black Vulture
Conservation Foundation.
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