Himalayan Vulture

The Natural Scavenger of the Himalaya

Himalayan vulture is the largest and heaviest bird
found in the Himalaya. The species is indigenous to
the uplands of central Asia, ranging from Kazakhstan
and Afghanistan in the west to western China and
Mongolia in the east.These birds generally migrate only
altitudinally within their central Asian range. Breeding

typically occurs at elevations between 600 and 4,500 m.

Foraging has been observed to occur at elevations as
high as 6,000 m in higher Himalayas and Tibetan plateau
and low as 75m in lowland plains of Nepal. Juveniles, the
non-breeding migrants tend to spend the winter in the
lowland plains near the southern edge of their range.

Unlike, other lowland Vultures that make their nests on
trees, Himalayan Vultures make their nests on ledges or
in small caves of the rocky cliffs.

They are able to spot a one-meter carcass from four
miles away on the open plains through their keen
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eyesight. When an individual sees a carcass it begins to
circle above it in the open sky.This draws the attention
of other vultures to locate the site of meal and then join
in for group foraging. This phenomenon is called 'Allee
Effect’. Unlike many raptors, vultures are relatively
social and often feed, fly or roost in large flocks. A
flock of 100 vultures can strip a 50 kilograms carcass
in three to five minutes. Resembling other vulture
species, Himalayan vultures do not kill their own meals
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and exclusively feed on carrion. Exceptionally, they
may feed on animals feeble from injury, or defenseless
youngsters. Their stomach contains strong acid to
digest all type of rotting and possibly infected meat
without getting sick.

In the higher Himalaya and on the Tibetan plateau the
majority of the Himalayan vulture's diet is carrion of
domestic yak (Bos grunniens). Approximately 64% of
their diet is obtained from dead domestic yak due to
its large biomass. Besides, they feed on carcasses of
domestic livestock including cow, ox, sheep and goats
in the lower Himalayan regions. They get their food
from the left-over scraps of buffalo, sheep, goat etc
thrown aside into the rivers by butchers. The Tibetan
ass, Tibetan antelope, blue sheep, goral and other wild
ungulates which die due to falling down from a cliff or
naturally also become food for the Himalayan vultures.
Additionally, these birds also feed on left-over remains
from other predators like snow leopard, Tibetan fox,
Tibetan wolf etc.

Somewhere, the raptor picking up the living young
Himali sheep can be seen or heard, which is not by
the vulture but might be by the golden eagle. Most of
the villagers are in misunderstanding that the vulture
picked up their sheep and goats; therefore they use to
hit these birds by bamboo sticks, throw stones at them
or poison the carcasses. Huge numbers of Himalayan
vultures, other predators die after feeding on the
poisoned carcasses.

Himalayan wvultures  play an important role in
maintaining and keeping alive the centuries old sky
burial traditions of upper Mustang and the Tibetan
plateau. Still in the upper Mustang and Tibetan plateau,
dead human bodies are chopped into pieces and fed to
the vultures as per the Tibetan sky burial ritual. Local
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Buddhist people believe that the vultures carry the soul
of a dead person to heaven.

In the Himalaya, the natural scavenger- Himalayan
vulture and the apex predator snow leopard both
are the top carnivores. Snow leopard hunts upon
the domestic and wild herbivores of the Himalaya,
whereas, Himalayan vulture feeds on the dead and
decayed carrions of the animals making the Himalaya
clean ill-smell-less and healthy. Sometime, the flock of
Himalayan vultures makes circling in the open sky,above
the hunting and feeding sites of snow leopard and feeds
on the dead carcass that the Snow leopard has hunted
and ate before; making the mutual habitat clean, hence,
serves as local scavenger of the Himalaya. In this sense,
Himalaya, Himalayan vulture and Snow leopard have a
symbiotic relationship. Their symbiosis relation is the
mutualism. Even though both are the top carnivores
of the Himalaya, there is no conflict and competition
between them for the food and the habitat. But the
large numbers of Himalayan Vultures die after feeding
on the carcasses poisoned to kill the snow leopard.

Intensive study concerning consequences of climate
change on the habitat of Himalayan vulture is on the
way. To adapt themselves to the changing climate, these
vultures reside on the low land plains during extreme
winter and on the higher Himalayas during extreme
summer comparatively for the longer duration.

For the long-term conservation of the Himalayan
vultures, rigorous research on their habitat preference,
suitability and prediction modeling is vital. The modern
technologies,satellite telemetry and use of conservation
drones should be applied in the geographically remote
regions for in depth study. Regular monitoring of the
banned veterinary drug 'diclofenac’ is essential, which
has been identified as toxic to vultures and other
raptors. Their entire home range should be made
diclofenac free, vulture Safe Zones by the concern
authorities. Community awareness along with an
alternatively safe veterinary drug is essential. The
extension of vulture restaurants and safe feeding
sites are as crucial in the Himalaya as in Tarai region.
Educational outreach highlighting the importance of
vulture and potential conservation measures should
be launched in each corner of the Himalaya. Local
people should be encouraged to stop burying livestock
carcasses and keep them on the open ground far from
the human settlement to provide food for the vultures.

At last,the local people and students can support vulture
conservation at least by providing the information
on nesting sites of the vultures that they have seen
around them, to the concern conservationists or the
conservation organizations for the further study of
that habitat.
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