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A conservation breeding programme has 
helped to bolster numbers of threatened 
species, including long-billed vultures. 

It’s safe to say that vultures don’t 
have the best of reputations. But 
these underrated and misunderstood 
birds perform a vital role as nature’s 
cleaners, clearing up the remains of 
animals that have died and helping  
to prevent the spread of disease. 

Just how important their role is became clear in 
the 1990s when vast numbers of vultures began 
dying in India, under mysterious circumstances. 
With nature’s waste disposal crews disappearing 
fast, dead cattle piled up, the number of feral  
dogs increased and with them came rabies.  
This left India facing health and environmental 
clean-up costs running into billions of dollars. 

And the problem wasn’t confined to India. Vultures 
were also vanishing from the skies of Bangladesh, 
Pakistan and Nepal. It’s estimated that a staggering 
40 million vultures were wiped out, including 
99.9% of white-rumped vultures.
 
In a bid to solve the mystery, the RSPB teamed up 
with other organisations and in 2003 there was a 
breakthrough. It was discovered that diclofenac, an 
anti-inflammatory drug used to treat livestock, was 
poisoning vultures that fed on their carcasses. As 
part of the Saving Asia’s Vultures from Extinction 
(SAVE) partnership, we then identified meloxicam, 
and later tolfenamic acid, as safe alternative drugs 
and called for an end to the use of diclofenac for 
livestock. In a historic move, India, Pakistan and 
Nepal agreed to a ban in 2006 and work is ongoing 
to identify and remove other drugs that may be 
toxic to vultures, to ensure they can feed in safety.  

With vulture numbers perilously low in the 
wild, the SAVE partnership set up a number of 
conservation breeding centres. But it wasn’t an 
option to simply release young birds back into an 
environment where diclofenac could still pose a 
threat. That’s why we’ve been working hard to 
establish huge diclofenac-free Vulture Safe Zones 
(VSZ), where vultures are not at risk of coming into
contact with toxic drugs. In December 2021, we 
were delighted to hear that the Gamdaki-Lumbini 
VSZ in Nepal had been declared the first fully safe 
area for vultures in Asia – a fantastic milestone. 

Thanks to years of effort, vulture numbers are now 
stabilising in India and recovering in Nepal, where 
captive-bred vultures successfully reared a chick 
for the first time in 2021. There’s still a long way to 
go, but with recent surveys revealing more chicks 
this year, the future looks bright for Asia’s vultures.
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Thanks to their huge wings, vultures are able 
to soar for hours on thermals using very little 
energy, as they search for prey below. 
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The world’s 23 species of vulture are split into  
two groups: Old World in Europe, Asia and 
Africa, and New World, like this king vulture, 
in the Americas. They aren’t closely related.




