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An innovative way to protect
vultures and space for wildlife
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Overall, there are 16 species of old-world vultures that call 
Europe, Asia and Africa home. Of these, 11 are found in Africa 
and unfortunately 7 are on the edge of extinction (Figure 1). As 
“obligate” scavengers they live almost exclusively on rotting 
carcasses and are a vital part of our natural ecosystems, acting 
as nature’s clean-up crew.  

Studies have shown that in the absence of vultures, carcasses 
can take at least 3 times as long (sometimes much longer) 
to decompose, and the numbers of scavengers, the time 
they spend at a carcass and the opportunities for disease 
transmission among these scavengers, can increase 3-fold.  

Unfortunately, Africa’s vultures are on the edge of extinction, 
declining between 80 to 97% (Figure 2) across all species 
making them the most endangered group of birds in the world.

Major threats include poisoning (61%), belief-based use (29%), 
collisions and electrocutions (11%), and other factors including 
direct persecution and habitat loss.

The Edge of Extinction

Figure 2. Vultures are experiencing rapid decline

Figure 1. Africa’s vultures and their conservation status

Feeding White-backed Vultures in a game reserve in KwaZulu-Natal, 
South Africa © Henk Bogaard



RIP

Unintentional poisoning of vultures because of 
human-wildlife conflict, feral dog population 

control, lead ammunition poisoning 
(mainly East and Southern Africa)

RIP

Sentinel poisoning when poachers 
lace carcasses to kill vultures intentionally 

(mainly southern Africa)

Electrocutions and collisions with 
electrical infrastructure, a threat which 

is increasing across Africa

Direct persecution 
sometimes vultures are harvested

for food (mainly West Africa)

Killing and trade for 
belief-based use

(mainly West Africa and Southern Africa)

Habitat degradation through 
infrastructure development, and

land conversion across Africa.

Threats to Africa’s Vultures 
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BirdLife’s strategy to combat these threats rests on four pillars – knowledge and planning to understand threats and monitor populations, awareness raising at various 
levels, policy and advocacy to create enabling spaces and direct conservation actions (Figure 3). 

By reaching key milestones and targets along the way we hope by 2030 to see a reduction in mortality and trade in areas where we operate. One of the key actions 
on the ground is the fast-emerging concept of Vulture Safe Zones (VSZs) – an idea borrowed from Asia, being adapted to the African context.

Figure 3. The pillars of the BirdLife Vulture Conservation Strategy



Vulture Safe Zones Defined
Vulture Safe Zones (VSZs) are appropriately sized areas where concentrated efforts are made to mitigate the various threats faced by vultures. This involves commu-
nity engagement, education and awareness and population monitoring (Figure 4). 

These zones are established through encouraging and supporting key stakeholders such as landowners, managers and community members willing to engage and 
implement vulture-friendly practices on their land.

Figure 4. Activities carried out to promote vulture conservation in Vulture Safe Zones

 Address human-wildlife 
conflict through helping 

communities mitigate 
conflict, thus,improving 

livelihoods.

Raise awareness  on the 
negative impacts of vulture 

poisoning. 

Working with Partners 
to establish safe havens 
for vultures in strategic 
locations that provide 
site-specific solutions to 
address a range of 
threats. 

RIP

RIP

1,000,000 + Ha of VSZs have been established  in Zambia, 
Zimbabwe  and South Africa

Providing a network of areas that keep 
vultures safe from poisoning and other 

threats

Providing an opportunity for closely 
monitoring populations and for 

creating awareness

VSZ are large areas where communities and landowners commit to managing 
their land in ways that provide safe havens for vulture populations 

Raising awareness on the 
importance of vultures 

in the enviroment.

Work with private 
landowners and communities 

to eliminate the use of 
substances toxic to vultures 

e.g. pesticides, veterinary 
medicines 

Engage  private landowners and 
communities through 

establishing relationships and 
signing agreements, committing 

to vulture protection  in these 
lands.



As vultures are migratory birds and tend to have 
large home ranges, over 340,033 sq kms (Kane et al. 
2022), vulture behaviour and the threats they face 
are what guides the establishment of VSZs. At the 
minimum, an area could be considered for a VSZ 
if it is an important breeding/nesting site, or if it 
is a foraging or roosting area. It is also important 
that the landowners, managers and communities 
are committed to long-term conservation efforts. 
These guiding principles are in the process of being 
further refined and will then be used to determine 
the criteria to certify a VSZ as safe. 

White-headed Vulture
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320722000696?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320722000696?via%3Dihub


Current Vulture
Safe Zones
The first VSZ was established in Zambia in 2016 by BirdWatch Zambia. 
Since then, over 1 million hectares of land have been established across 
South Africa (40%), Zambia (51%), and Zimbabwe (9%) through the 
efforts of BirdLife partners in these countries. These are fledgling efforts 
but they are already starting to yield results with reduced poisoning 
incidences, more safe food, better identification of vulture nesting sites, 
and positive ecosystem service benefits to landowners. Furthermore, all 
the activities involved in making an area safe for vultures also benefit 
other wildlife, making VSZs one of the more innovative ways to protect 
space for wildlife beyond traditional protected areas.

There are prospective VSZs in Botswana, Mozambique, Namibia, 
Nigeria and Tanzania (Figure 5). The Vulture Safe Zone concept is 
being implemented beyond the BirdLife partnership, showing its wide 
recognition. 

Figure 5.  Existing and prospective Vulture Safe Zones
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CASE STUDY 1: BirdWatch Zambia – Pioneering Vulture Safe Zones

To date, eight VSZs covering an area of 474,700 ha have been established 
in game reserves, cattle ranches and game management areas in Zambia.
BirdWatch Zambia pioneered the work on VSZs in Southern Africa in 2016.

Efforts are in place to establish more VSZs and protect more vulture 
habitat. A farmer from one of the dairy farms said, “ Since we have become 
a Vulture Safe Zone, we no longer have to deal with after-birth of our 
cows on the dairy-farm. The vultures do it for us.“

Tagging  of vultures in Zambia © BirdWatch Zambia

VSZ communication support in Zambia © BirdWatch Zambia

A vulture atop a tree during nest surveys at Kafue Flats © BirdWatch Zambia



CASE STUDY 2: BirdLife South Africa – Vulture Safe Zones and Private Lands

Like all VSZs in Southern Africa, landowners pledge their land and manage 
it in a vulture-friendly manner.  All VSZs in South Africa are on private 
land. Although some are on breeding sites, some are in areas frequented 
by vultures for feeding and other activities such as bathing. BirdLife South 
Africa has been at the forefront of dealing with the challenge of lead 
poisoning in vultures amongst other threats. The work involves testing 
vultures for lead contamination, educating landowners and encouraging 
the use of lead-free alternatives. Efforts are being made to establish 
more VSZs in the country as well as beyond, by assisting landowners in 
Namibia and Mozambique where BirdLife International does not have 
local partners yet. 

The pristine Lapalala Wilderness, situated near the town of Vaalwater (Limpopo Province) 
has become one of South Africa’s flagship Vulture Safe Zones © Hermann Muller.

White-backed Vultures and Marabou Storks in Pongola Nature Reserve © Cathy Hue.

BirdLife South Africa is investigating the impact lead poisoning may have on White-backed Vulture chicks.
© BirdLife South Africa



CASE STUDY 3: BirdLife Zimbabwe – Vulture Safe Zone on Community Land

Working with communities in Gwayi, adjacent to Hwange National Park, 
BirdLife Zimbabwe managed to establish a VSZ. The area has a breeding 
vulture population. 

The work on vultures in the area is mostly being done by communities 
through Vulture Support Groups (VSGs) which are voluntary community 
groups responsible for the monitoring of breeding populations and 
supporting education and awareness efforts. Since the establishment 
of these support groups, there has been no reported cases of vulture 
poisoning in the area. 

“ We are going to continue with the programme and we don’t want it 
to stop at any time for whatever reason “, said one of the community 
members .

Members of a Vulture Support Group (VSG) in Zimbabwe during a training session 
© BirdLife Zimbabwe

Anti- poisoning response training with Vulture Support Groups (VSGs) © BirdLife Zimbabwe

Gwayi VSG member inspects  old elephant carcass  during  a vulture survey © BirdLife Zimbabwe
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For more information, contact
Salisha Chandra, Vulture Conservation Coordinator - Africa 
Email: salisha.chandra@birdlife.org

About BirdLife Africa
The BirdLife Africa Partnership is a growing network of 
25 such organisations, with a combined total of more 
than 500 staff and 87,000 members. Through projects, 
BirdLife Africa is active in a further 15 countries, hence 
overall working in a total of 40 countries. Our Mission is 
to conserve birds, their habitats and global biodiversity, 
working with people toward sustainability in the use of 
natural resources.


