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We l c o m e  e d u c a t o r s , 
conservationists, researchers, 
and animal care professionals!

Thank you for participating in 
International Vulture Awareness 
Day (IVAD) 2017! Many of you 
have been celebrating IVAD at 
your institutions for years, and we 
welcome those celebrating it for the 
first time this year. All of you are 
advocates for vulture conservation 
every single day!

This year, we are joining together 
to coordinate our efforts and share 
resources to make IVAD an even 
more effective tool to raise public 
awareness about the dire need for 
vulture conservation. 

Our goals are to:

Encourage more institutions to 
celebrate IVAD by creating a 
centralized location for resource 
sharing;

Coordinate the conservation 
messaging that goes along with 
IVAD in order to broadcast the 
information more effectively;

Create a network of professionals 
dedicated to vulture conservation 
in order to more easily share 
information, strategies, and ideas 
about IVAD;

Reframe the way people think 

about vultures and start a new 
#VultureCulture

This activity guide contains 
suggested conservation messaging  
and action items around which 
IVAD activities can be centered, 
as well as ideas, templates, and 
information about games, crafts, 
and activities. It also includes a 
quick highlight of ongoing vulture 
conservation efforts in the field. 

This information and additional 
resources will also be available 
on the Raptor Tag website (www.
raptortag.com). 

In coming together to celebrate 
International Vulture Awareness 
Day, we can speak as one unified 
voice about the importance of 
saving vultures and the ecosystems 
of which they are a critical part. 

We’ve created lots of great resources 
on the Raptor TAG website for IVAD, 
but also check out VultureDay.org 
to register your event and find even 
more resources!

Together we can make a huge 
impact on the lives of vultures! 

Sincerely,

The Raptor TAG Education Advisors

Quick Facts

Did you know vulture stomachs are 
capable of digesting rabies, hog 
cholera, botulism, and anthrax? Don’t 
worry, they’re just doing their job as 
Nature’s Garbagemen. 

There are 23 vulture species in the 
world, and at least one type of vulture 
is found on every continent except 
Australia and Antarctica. Unfortuantely, 
16 of these species are considered 
Threatened, Endangered, or Critically 
Endangered. Vultures need your help 
to protect them! 

Globally, vultures are the most 
endangered group of birds.

IVAD
Activity Guide

Get Social
Talking about your IVAD 
Activities?
If you celebrate IVAD this year, we’d 
love to know about it! Share photos 
on social media with the hashtags:

#IVAD2017
#VultureCulture
#KeepCalmAndCarrion

August, 2017

When: September 2, 2017

IVAD is always the first Saturday 
of September. 

http://www.raptortag.com/
http://www.raptortag.com/
http://www.raptortag.com/
http://www.vultureday.org/
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More Quick Facts

New World and Old World Vultures are 
closely not related but instead cases 
of evolutionary convergence- both 
groups evolved to feed on carrion 
and thus developed similar physical 
and behavioral features. 

Three species of vultures in the 
Indian Subcontinent, red-headed 
vulture (Sarcogyps calvus), white-
rumped vulture (Gyps bengalensis), 
and slender-billed vultures (Gyps 
tenuirostris), have experienced 
dramatic declines of 95-99% of their 
populations in the last 30 years. 

Africa’s eight species of vulture have 
declined by an average of 62% during 
the last 30 years. In parts of Western 
Africa, some species have declined 
more than 95%. 

Vultures are social and feed, fly, and 
roost in groups. A group of flying 
vultures is a kettle, a group of vultures 
roosting is a committee, and a group 
of vultures feeding is a wake. 

Who are we?
TAG Education Advisors
Jacque Williamson
Curator of Education
Brandywine Zoo
Raptor TAG Education Advisor

Bridget Ebert
Assistant Manager of Youth Programs
St. Louis Zoo 
Raptor TAG Education Advisor

Taylor Rubin
Birds & Program Animals Department Keeper
Zoo Atlanta
Raptor TAG Education Advisor, Vultures

Erin Stotz, Community Conservation Manager
Denver Zoological Foundation
White-Backed Vulture SSP Education Advisor

Molly Maloy
Graduate and Adult Programs Manager
Denver Zoo
Lappet Faced Vulture SSP Education Advisor

Raptor TAG Website
Find more resources, including full size digital images and other information at the new Raptor 
TAG website. Have a great idea for a game, activity, or conservation message that you want to 
share? E-mail us at RaptorTAGroup@gmail.com

Chriss Kmiecik
Education Manager
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo
Andean Condor SSP Education Advisor

Corinne Kendall, Associate Curator of 
Conservation and Research, North Carolina Zoo
Vulture SAFE SMSS Program Advisor

The Raptor TAG Program Leaders
Scott Tidmus
Trails Team, Disney’s Animal Kingdom 
TAG Program Leader

Jennifer Barnett
TAG Vice Program Leader 

Steven Sarro
Smithsonian National Zoological Park
TAG Secretary

Key Conservation Messages of IVAD
• Vultures are scavengers that play a vital role in their ecosystems

• Vulture stomach acid is capable of breaking down 99% of bacteria 
and viruses

• Vultures have a direct impact on human and ecosystem health, and 
avian scavengers are especially important in disease prevention

• Asian vulture crisis → $34 billion in added healthcare costs in India 
between 1996-2003 (Markandya et al., 2008)

Key Action Items
Here’s a list of behavior changes 

Don’t litter
• Trash on the side of the road attracts other animals.
• Vultures eat those carcasses in an unsafe location
• Carcasses contain trash from the environment
Don’t discourage vultures from being around your property
• Vultures are not pests, let them stay and they’ll do you a favor
Spread the word and let everyone know how cool vultures are!
• Post on social media- we want to change the vulture’s reputation! 

#IVAD2017 #VultureCulture #KeepCalmAndCarrion
Celebrate IVAD at home or with your school

Observe vultures around your home
• Great Backyard Bird Count 
• Hawkwatch International
• Visit your local nature center or raptor center

Anil Markandya, Tim Taylor, Alberto Longo, M.N. Murty, S. Murty, K. Dhavala, Counting the cost of vulture decline—An 
appraisal of the human health and other benefits of vultures in India, Ecological Economics, Volume 67, Issue 2, 2008, 
Pages 194-204.

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html
http://gbbc.birdcount.org/
https://hawkwatch.org/participate/go-hawkwatching
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S092180090800178X
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S092180090800178X
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Estimated number of staff 
needed: 
This activity can be led by 1 
person.

Materials needed
Condor cutout
Tupperware
Vinegar
Baking soda
Clear, flexible hose
Red food coloring ( just enough 
to tint the vinegar)

Target audience

All Ages

Conservation message

• Vultures are the “garbage 
men” of the animal kingdom. 

• Vultures are important parts 
of ecosystems

• Vultures have a direct impact 
on human health

Action Item

Don’t discourage vultures from 
your property

Directions

1. Set up this activity as a walk-
by learning station. 

2. Discuss talking points of 
vulture stomach acidity. 

3. Encourage guests to “feed” 
the vulture using homemade 
baking soda tablets, which 
represent food or bones. We 
have also used small pieces 
of pasta, which take longer to 
“digest”, but kids really love 
the “fizz” the baking soda 
gets.

4. Discuss the strength of a 
vulture’s stomach acid and the 
importance of this adaptation. 

Facts

The pH of a vulture’s gastric juices 
is between 0 and 1. This is the 
most corrosive of all vertebrates. 

     Human stomach pH = 1-3
     Vinegar pH = 2.4 
     Battery acid pH = 0.8.
     Acid rain pH = 4-5

It is also more acidic than the 
stomach contents of other 
carnivorous birds, including 
herons and barn owls.

A vulture’s stomach acid is so 
strong, they can even dissolve 
metal!  

Vulture stomach acid is so 
exceptionally corrosive, that 
they can safely digest putrid 
carcasses infected with Botulinum 
toxin, rabies, hog cholera, and 
anthrax bacteria that would be 
lethal to other scavengers.

Guests LOVE “feeding” the 
condor  baking soda tablets

Content created by: 

Vulture cutout is a wooden vulture on a stand. 
The stomach is a Chinese food takout container 
with a hole for the “esophagus”. This container is 
perfect because it’s easily replaceable, made for 

transporting liquid (no leaks!), and guests can 
see the “reaction” happen. 

Vulture Stomach 
Acid Activity

Contact
Jacque Williamson
Curator of Education
Raptor TAG Education Advisor

Brandywine Zoo 
Jacque.Williamson@state.de.us
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Talking Points
Early Childhood
How are these animals the same or different from you?

Vultures stomachs help them to digest food, too!

Ages 6-8
How can you help vultures?

Protect vultures’ homes (roost trees, places they may nest on your 
property).

Ages 8-10
Why do vultures matter to you? 

Vultures help keep our ecosystems clean and healthy. 

Ages 9-12 
What connections do people in the community have to vultures?

Vultures may be seen around roadsides eating roadkill and are often 
villanized for being ugly or dirty (neither are true!!).

Age 12-Adult
How are the health of vultures and the environment interconnected?

Vultures reduce the spread of diseases. Parts of the world that have 
lost their vultures due to poaching or poisoning are seeing increases in 
zoonotic diseases. 

Don’t have vulture cutout?
We had a volunteer who does woodworking create the vulture cutout for us. But you could easily do 
this activity with just a tupperware filled with vinegar and food dye. Cut a hole in the lid and allow 
guests to drop tablets inside. 

Baking soda tabs are made by mixing baking 
soda and water into a paste, then pipe into 
“tablets” onto wax paper via syringe plunger 
or sandwich bag with the corner cut off. 
Allow to air dry.

Making the Tablets

Comparison of stomach pH (mean ± S.E.) across trophic 
groups with gastrointestinal tracts of representative birds 
and mammals.

Beasley DE, Koltz AM, 
Lambert JE, Fierer 
N, Dunn RR (2015) 
The Evolut ion of 
Stomach Acidity and 
Its Relevance to the 
Human Microbiome. 
PLOS ONE 10(7 ): 
e0134116. https://doi.
org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0134116

http://journals.
plos.org/plosone/
article?id=10.1371/
journal.pone.0134116

The MOST fun!
Kids LOVE feeding this vulture! 
Seeing the chemical reaction 
between the vinegar and baking 
soda is SO much fun!

If we could make it again, we 
would make the angle of the 
throat a bit more verticle, as we 
find we need to tilt the vulture 
to get the baking soda tabs to 
make their way down to the 
stomach. 

Story Framing
The vulture’s strong stomach acid 
explains how it survives off its odd 
diet of rotting meat. 

Vultures will stay healthy even after 
eating the carcass of a sick animal. 

The vulture’s stomach acid is so 
powerful that it breaks down the 
meat quickly, before any pathogens 
have a chance to infect it. 

Vultures’ taste for rotting flesh 
serves an important purpose of 
preventing the spread of diseases 
and bacteria.

In areas where vultures have died 
off, diseases such as rabies and 
anthrax are rampant.

A vulture’s blood is packed with 
antibodies, which will attack any 
bacteria that happen to survive in 
its stomach.

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0134116
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0134116
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0134116
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0134116
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Estimated number of staff 
needed: 
This activity can be led by 1 person.

Materials needed
“Carcass” box or stuffed animal
Vulture puppet
“Meat” bean bags and bones
“Poisoned meat” bean bags and 
bones
Target audience
This station can be scaled for all 
ages

Conservation message
• Vultures are important parts of 

ecosystems
• Vultures have a direct impact 

on human health
• Humans can negatively impact  

the health of animals

Action Item
Pick one appropriate to the species 
at your institution: 

Refrain from hunting with lead 
ammunition

Say “NO” to diclofenac

Recognize that poaching impacts 
more than the individual poached 
animals, refrain from purchasing 
wildlife artifacts

Understand that vultures do not 
prey on livestock and retaliation

Directions
1. Invite guests to use the vulture 

puppet to “feed” from the 
carcass

2. Discuss the baldness adaptation 
of vultures.

3. Engange in age appropriate 
discussions revolving around 
vulture poisoning

Facts
Vultures have bald heads to prevent 
feathers from being soiled while 
they feed inside carcasses. 

Just because they feed on the dead 
doesn’t make them unsophisticated, 
bloodthirsty, or savages!

Vultures will strip carcasses of 
rotting meat and can even digest 
bone material. 

Different species will feed on 
different parts of a carcass, but 
nothing is wasted. 

Vultures are the “garbage men” of 
the ecosystem, and prevent the 
spread of disease.

Story Framing
Vultures are bald because they 
feed on dead animals (carcasses). 
Having a bald head helps them to 
stay clean when feeding.  

When feeding, they will put their 
entire heads inside to remove meat 
and organs, or even bones. 

This “carcass” 
is a stuf fed 
animal sheep 
that we sewed 
a pouch into. 
We f i l l  the 
pouch with 
red bean bags 
(m eat)  an d 
l o n g  w hite 
bags (bone). 

Content created by: 

This is an older version of our “carcass”- a 
simple box painted like a hide with the bean 
bags (meat and bones) inside. We taped 
the edges of the opening with masking to 
smoothe it out before painting. 

Bald for a Reason

Contact
Jacque Williamson
Curator of Education
Raptor TAG Education Advisor

Brandywine Zoo 
Jacque.Williamson@state.de.us



RaptorTAG.com/VultureDay

Vultures help keep the environment 
clean by removing decaying animals. 

They are at risk of poisoning when 
poachers or farmers intentionally 
poison a carcass, or as a result of 
consuming a dead farm animal that 
has been given diclofenac.  

Additionally, vultures are at risk of 
lead poisoning. This message can help 
connect North American audiences to 
global poisoning issues.

Talking Points
Early Childhood
How are these animals the same or different from you?

Vultures can be messy eaters, just like you, but they have special 
adaptations  to stay clean.

Ages 6-8
How can you help vultures?

Protect vultures’ homes (roost trees, places they may nest on your 
property).

Ages 8-10
Why do vultures matter to you?

Vultures help keep our ecosystems clean and healthy. 

Ages 9-12 
What connections do people in the community have to vultures?

Vultures may be seen feeding on deceased livestock. This has sometimes 
resulted in misdirected persecution - however, vultures do not kill their 
prey. 

Age 12-Adult
How are the health of vultures and the environment interconnected?

Vultures reduce the spread of diseases. Parts of the world that have lost 
their vultures due to poaching or poisoning are seeing increases in zoonotic 
diseases. 

Global Vulture Poisoning Issues
Diclofenac
-An anti-inflamatory drug used, farmers in Southeast Asia 
(particularly India) used this for their cattle. Largely a Hindu 
area, if a cow died in the field, farmers traditionally left 
them in the field for scavengers. Cows who had received 
diclofenac became toxic to vultures.
-India and the surrounding areas have lost 97-99% of their 
vulture populations since 1990. 

Furadan
-Furadan is a highly toxic agricultural pesticide. Farmers 
in Africa use it to poison carcasses as retribution or when 
targeting predators, such as lions. Vultures are unintentional 
victims and hundreds at a time may die from one carcass. 
-Poachers additionally use furadan to poison illegally 
poached carcasses. Vultures’ natural habit to circle a carcass 
before landing tips off game wardens to a poacher’s 
activities. By poisoning a carcass and killing vultures, they 
can operate in an area longer without beign caught. 
-Some populations have declined more than 60%.

For more on vulture poisoning issues, visit our website.

Poisoning impacts generations
Vultures may not immediately die from consuming poisoned meat. They may regurgitate some of this  
tainted meal to their chicks, or, alternatively, their chicks may starve if the parents are killed. Since dozens 
of vultures may feed on a carcass at a time, this may result in the loss of an entire generation. 

Some of our bean bags have a skull and 
crossbones drawn on them. Depending on the 
age of the group interacting with this station, we 
can use this as a transition to talk about vulture 
poisoning issues around the world. 

We often talk about global issues (see below), 
then tie it back to native North American vultures 
and lead poisoning. 

Vulture poisoning

Vulture Carcasses
This sheep was picked 
because we feature 
Andean Condors , so 
we felt it would be an 
appropriate “carcass” as 
Andean Condors are often 
killed for retaliation when 
livestock is killed by other 
predators. You can pick an 
appropriate stuffed animal 
for your carcass that 
aligns with your species 
of vulture.

This Sheep is “Melissa 
and Doug” brand and was 
purchased off of Amazon 
for around $40. The size 
of this stuffed animal is 
great becaus it can hold a 
fair amount of bean bags. 

This is a men’s dress sock painted like an 
Andean Condor. The neck cuff is from a roll 
of “fur ribbon” from the craft store. 

Lead Poisoning
Vultures are unintentionally poisoned by lead 
when they consume offal (remains left by 
hunters in the field) and animals shot with lead 
ammunition who escape and die later and/or are 
not collected by the hunter. 

Action Item: Encouraging hunters or people who 
know hunters to switch to non-lead ammunition.

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html
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Estimated number of staff 
needed: 
This activity can be led by 1 
person.

Materials needed
“Sick” Vulture stuffed animal
Trash items
Various veterinary tools (syringe 
plunger, forceps, hemostats, 
medical tray)
Radiographs of condor chicks
Image of stomach contents
Optional: veterinary dress-up 
items- scrubs, gloves, face mask, 
cap
Target audience
This station can be scaled for all 
ages

Conservation message
• Humans can negatively impact  

the health of animals
• Keeping our ecosystems 

free of trash is important for 
vulture survival

Action Item
Don’t litter

Pick up micro trash

R-R-R-R to reduce waste

Directions
1. Explain to guests that you 

have a very sick vulture.

2. Describe how vultures are 
scavengers and help clean 
up our environment.

3. Briefly explain vulture feeding 
natural history and chick-
rearing, which results in them 
consuming, and feed to their 
chicks, inorganic trash. Show 
xrays of impacted condor 
chick and image of stomach 
contents

4. Tell guests that surgery is 
necessary to remove these 
items, because they are 
indigestible and could cause 
death. 

5. Invite guests to perform 
surgery to remove these 
trash items. Dress up as a 
veterinarian, use tools to 
remove trash and place on 
tray. 

6. Discuss the items removed 
and how we can reduce 
the risk of vultures coming 
into contact with it (don’t 
litter, reduce waste, reuse/
repurpose, recycle). 

Facts
Vultures cannot carry food with 
their feet, so they gorge and 
regurgitate for their chicks.

Vultures will consume, and feed to 
their chicks, inorganic trash from 
people, which can make them sick. 

When vultures eat indigestible 
trash, it reduces the amout of 
proper food they can eat, digest, 
and pass. This can weaken or 
eventually kill them. 

This vulture stuffed animal 
was adapted with a small 
pouch sewn in for a “stomach.” 
This stomach can be closed with 
buttons, which participants 
can “stitch” back together, or 
you could use snaps or velcro. 
The stomach is filled with 
trash items that guests can 
remove with safe surgical tools 
(forceps, tweezers, hemostats, 
or  play medical  tools).

Content created by: 

Pick Up Your 
Trash

Contact
Jacque Williamson
Curator of Education
Raptor TAG Education Advisor

Brandywine Zoo 
Jacque.Williamson@state.de.us
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Story Framing
Show guests that you have a very 
sick vulture. 

Have a story: This vulture came 
was found and brought to a 
wildlife rehabilitator, where it 
got an x-ray. 

The X-ray revealed it needs 
surgery to remove impacted trash 
in its stomach and gut. 

Discuss with guests what 
microtrash is and that we are 
all responsible for keeping our 
planet as clean as possible. 

Talking Points
Early Childhood
How are these animals the same or different from you?

Vultures take a lot of care to raise their young, and parents are responsible 
for finding food for their chicks. 

Ages 6-8
How can you help vultures?

Don’t litter, pick up trash, even microtrash, and properly recycle or dispose 
of it. 

Ages 8-10
Why do vultures matter to you?

Vultures help keep our ecosystems clean and healthy. 

Ages 9-12 
What connections do people in the community have to vultures?

Vultures may be common in your area, and may be eating your litter. 

Age 12-Adult
How are the health of vultures and the environment interconnected?

Vultures reduce the spread of diseases. Parts of the world that have lost 
their vultures due to poaching or poisoning are seeing increases in zoonotic 
diseases. 

Resources
Full size images from this lesson are available in the 
Resource section of the Raptor TAG website. 

Litter impacts scavengers
Vultures natural scavenging behavior leads them to opportunistically eat whatever they can find. Vultures 
eat the “trash” leftover by carnivores after they’ve had their fill-picking a carcass clean and cleaning our 
environment. But when they eat our trash, they’re making themselves sick. 

Microtrash
Microtrash, or small trash 
items, are a big deal to wildlife.

Vultures and other animals 
find shiny or novel objects 
attractive and not only will 
eat them themselves, but 
will also feed to their chicks. 

The radiographs are of  
California Condor chick 
482, who whose entire 
gut was impacted with 
trash items it had been fed. 

The bottom left image is 
of the stomach contents 
that  were  su ccess f ul l y 
removed from chick 482. 

As you can see , this chick 
was fed glass, bottle caps, 
soda tabs, screws pieces of 
metal, and other inorganic, 
indigestible, and potentially 
fatal  man -made waste. 

These images were taken 
at the Los Angeles Zoo and 
Botanical Gardens, courtesy of 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

More Facts
Like other scavengers, vultures are attracted to human 
litter because of the bounty of food available. They can 
inadvertently or intentionally eat inorganic items that 
look like food. 

Vulture chicks are especially susceptible to illness or death 
when consuming these “food” items brought by parents 
because their smaller bodies have a more difficult time 
passing these objects, causing impaction. 

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html
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Estimated number of staff 
needed: 
This activity can be led by 1 
person.

Materials needed
Scale
Calculator
Empty Bags
Pencil and Paper
Any object you can use for weight
(Examples: rocks, potatoes, books, 
bags of grain/flour,
buckets of water, etc.)

Target audience
This station can be scaled for all 
ages

Conservation message
• Vultures are important parts 

of ecosystems
• Vultures are adapted to 

eat a lot of food in a short 
period of time. This important 
adaptation is critical in keeping 
the environment clean.

• Vultures are critical to 
maintaining a healthy 
ecosystem

Action Item
Don’t discourage vultures from 
cleaning up carcasses.

Be careful when you see vultures 
feeding on roadkill- they cannot 
take off very quickly. 

Directions
To demonstrate how much vultures 
eat, a volunteer will hold heavy bags 
to simulate how much weight a vulture 
can eat at one time.

1. Explain to group/audience 
that vultures can eat 1/4 of 
their body weight in one meal.

2. Ask volunteer to step on the 
scale. Hand the volunteer a 
bag. Have them remain on 
the scale.

3. Facilitator/ audience member) 
can calculate 1/4 of the 
volunteers’ weight (weight x 
0.25), and tell the volunteer 
how much food he has to eat.

4. Another volunteer can then 
add weight (rocks, potatoes, 
etc.) to the bag(s) until the 
number calculated in step 3 
has been reached. 

5. Have others feel how heavy 
the bag is & discuss vultue 
eating habits. 

Facts
Vultures have the ability to gorge 
themselves when food is available.

They must be able to eat a lot 
at once because vultures can be 
very competitive when a carcass 
is available.

They cannot carry food in their 
feet and must regurgitate food 
for their chicks.

Vomit Toss
Add an extra game to this activity 
and play Vulture Vomit Toss! Use 
“vomit bean bags” to toss at a target 
“predator” after getting weighed so 
your vulture can fly away quickly! 

-Bird and Moon Comics

Content created by: 

Eat Like a Vulture

Molly Malloy
Graduate and Adult Programs 
Manager
Lappet Faced Vulture Education 
Advisor

Denver Zoo                                                                                  
mmaloy@denverzoo.org

mailto:mmaloy@denverzoo.org
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Story Framing
Vultures can eat 1/4 of their 
body weight: Is this a lot to 
eat or a little? A lot! Sometimes 
vultures eat so much that they 
are too heavy to fly! 

With 100 or more vultures 
showing up at a carcass and 
all of them eating a lot, do you 
think they get rid of carcasses 
quickly or slowly? Quickly! 
Vultures need to be able to eat 
a lot, fast, to make sure they get 
a meal when other vultures are 
around. 

Why are we glad that vultures 
do this? Why is it good for us 
people when vultures do this? 
Because they quickly get rid of 
germs and diseases before the 
germs can spread to you or me! 

Talking Points
Early Childhood
How are these animals the same or different from you?

Vultures need to eat food, too, but can eat much more in one sitting. 

Ages 6-8
How can you help vultures?

Protect vultures’ homes (roost trees, places they may nest on your 
property).

Ages 8-10
Why do vultures matter to you?

Vultures help keep our ecosystems clean and healthy. 

Ages 9-12 
What connections do people in the community have to vultures?

Vultures may be seen around roadsides eating roadkill and are often 
villanized for being ugly or dirty (neither are true!!).

Ages 12-15
How are the health of vultures and the environment interconnected?

Vultures reduce the spread of diseases. Parts of the world that have 
lost their vultures due to poaching or poisoning are seeing increases in 
zoonotic diseases. 

Tip to make it more interactive: 
Have other members of the audience guess when to stop adding the weight when they think 
the vulture’s stomach would be full. Whoever guesses correctly wins!

Calculation Step 1: Body weight x 0.25 = 
Weight you will add to the bag (food weight)

Calculation Step 2: Add the food weight to 
the volunteer’s bodyweight. The total will be 
the number you want the scale to read at the 
end of the activity.

 

How much to calculate

Eat like a vulture
One takeaway for guests: 
Vultures will feed on 
roadkill, but may have 
trouble taking off quickly 
to avoid approaching 
cars.

Urge guests to slow 
down when they see 
vultures feeding along 
roadsides.

Remind them to not 
litter from their car, as 
waste attracts animals to 
the roadside, who may 
get hit by cars, thereby 
attracting scavengers 
like vultures. 

Image: Linda Bergman-Althouse

More Facts
Bearded Vultures will drop bones from the sky on rocky 
outcrops to crack them open. They then will swallow bone 
fragments whole. Their acidic stomachs will digest the 
entire meal. 

If a carcass is too stiff for them to rip open, vultures will 
wait for other scavengers to come along and open the 
flesh to feed.

Vultures do not carry prey back to their chicks, as their 
feet are too weak. Instead they gorge on their food and 
regurgitate a meal from their crop. 

When threatened, vultures will vomit to lighten their weight 
to take off more quickly. Their vomit also deters a potential 
predator while they make a getaway. 

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html
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Activity Type

This activity can be done with a 
group or as a station. 

Materials needed
Bald cap
Beak
Glasses
Wings
Waist Pack (stomach)
Cloth (dead meat)
Soap (poop) optional
Toy cell Phone
Feather Boa
Yellow String

Target audience
This station can be scaled for all 
ages

Conservation message
• Vultures play a critical role in 

all of the planet’s ecosystems
• Without vultures, there would 

be a lot of spread of diseases 
to people and the environment

• Vulture’s have adaptations 
that all them to to play such 
a specialized role in the 
environment

• Learn more about the vultures 
helping to keep YOUR 
ecosystem clean!

Action Item
Don’t discourage vultures from 
cleaning up carcasses.

Directions
1. What do vultures eat? Dead 

animals. What would happen 
if vultures didn’t eat dead 
animals? Where would the dead 
animals go? The dead animals 
would rot in the open air.

2. What is an“adaptation”? An 
adaptation is a term that 
scientists use to describe a 
unique feature that an animal 
has or does that helps it survive. 
It helps the animal be better 
suited for its environment. 
Adaptations  can be physical 
(such as a unique body part) 
or behavioral, something an 
animal does (like vomiting when 
it’s scared) that helps it survive.

3. Play vulture dress-up!

Facts
Dead animals are smelly and filled 
with germs! 

Dead, rotting animals are filled 
with disease and are not safe for 
people or other animals. The longer 
the carcass stays and rots on the 
ground, the more germ-filled it 
becomes! These germs get into the 
environment and can hurt people 
and animals.  

A vulture’s job is to clean up dead 
animals. Vultures are adapted to 
quickly find dead animals and get 
rid of them by eating them. They 
clean up the environment and 
destroy germs so we stay healthy. 

Content created by: 

Dress Like a 
Vulture

More Facts: 

Some vultures can travel 220 km in one 
day!

The largest vulture is the Andean Condor, 
with a wingspan of 10 feet or more. 

Vultures are poor flappers but are built 
for soaring. They rely on updrafts to gain 
altitude. They can be easily identified by 
their “wobble” when flying at low altitudes.

Different vulture species have different 
shaped beaks to enable multiple species 
to feed on the same carcass with less 
competition or aggression.   

Vultures’ bald heads may play a role in 
thermoregulation. 

Molly Malloy
Graduate and Adult Programs 
Manager
Lappet Faced Vulture Education 
Advisor

Denver Zoo                                                                                  
mmaloy@denverzoo.org

mailto:mmaloy@denverzoo.org
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Story Framing
Vultures have many adaptations that help them find food and survive. Use these dress up items to help emphasize 
vultures’ unique adaptations! 

Dress Up Items

Talking Points
Early Childhood
How are these animals the same or different from you?

Vultures have special adaptations that help them survive, including great 
eyesight or sense of smell. 

Ages 6-8
How can you help vultures?

Protect vultures’ homes (roost trees, places they may nest on your 
property).

Ages 8-10
Why do vultures matter to you?

Vultures help keep our ecosystems clean and healthy. 

Ages 9-12 
What connections do people in the community have to vultures?

Vultures are often villainized in popular culture, but they’re actually 
hugely beneficial to our planet- so let’s change their stereotype! 

Age 12-Adult
How are the health of vultures and the environment interconnected?

Vultures reduce the spread of diseases. Parts of the world that have 
lost their vultures due to poaching or poisoning are seeing increases in 
zoonotic diseases. 

Vultures have feathers covering their bodies 
instead of hair like us. How do feathers help 
the vulture? Feathers are light-weight, warm, 
and help vultures fly!

Vultures have big wings instead of hands 
that help them do TWO THINGS: (1) Fly VERY 
LONG DISTANCES and (2) GET PLACES FAST! 
Vultures need to be able to travel far and 
QUICKLY to their next meal, and eat it before 
other animals get there. 

Vultures are bald (or mostly bald) because bald 
heads are easy to keep clean. They stick their 
entire heads inside dead animals to feed, so 
this adaptation makes things a little cleaner.

Vultures have big beaks. Since they don’t have 
teeth, they use their sharp beaks to tear into 
their food. Their sharp beaks  also help them 
EAT VERY QUICKLY! A group of vultures can 
eat a 40 kg. (88 lb.) carcass in 3 minutes! Why 
is this important? Vultures eat so quickly that 
they GET RID OF ROTTEN, GERM-FILLED MEAT 
before it makes people or other animals sick.

Nose: A vulture’s nose is at the base of their 
beak and some vultures (Old World) have 
no sense of smell while others, like Turkey 
Vultures, have one of the best noses in the 
animal kingdom. 

Have a waist pack with a bar of soap inside 
already. When the participant adds the cloth 
(meat) they see the soap is there to clean it up. 

Vultures only eat dead animals (carcasses)! 
How can a vulture eat rotten meat and not 
get a stomach ache!? Vultures have VERY 
STRONG STOMACH ACID in their stomach 
that kills all the germs so they don’t get sick! 

Do vultures really have soap in their stomachs? 
No! Just really strong acid that kills germs.

How do a group of vultures get to a carcass so fast? While they can’t call each other on the 
phone, they do communicate with each other. It works like this: Vultures watch each other 
all day long. If one vulture finds food, they all follow: Because the sky is fairly empty, they 
can see each other in the distance. When one vulture finds food, he drops down out of the 
sky to go to the food.

Nearby vultures will see the first vulture do this, and they will rush to follow the first vulture. 
Just like people, vultures have communities that they rely on. Many vultures enjoy sleeping 
together at night and huddle together in the trees. Most vultures mate for life. Some vultures 
help clean one another’s feathers. Best of all, vultures help each other find food!

Why is vulture communication important? The whole vulture community is able to get to 
the carcass quickly and get clean it up before diseases can spread! That is the key to keeping 
people and animals healthy.

After a vulture eats, what comes out the 
other side? Very clean poop! Much cleaner 
than most animals or other people! Kind of 
like soap! What comes out of a vulture (poop) 
is much cleaner than what goes in (rotten 
meat). [Volunteer can pretend to poop out 
a bar of soap!] 

Would you really want to use vulture poop as 
soap? No! It is very stinky, wet, and acidic so 
itwould burn your skin! The important point 
to remember is that vulture poop is much 
cleaner than what the vulture ate!

Feather Boa

Wings

Bald Cap (Head)

Beak Waist Pack, Felt, & Bar of Soap

Cell phone (Communication)

Soap (poop)Glasses (Eyes):

Yellow string* (urine/urates/feces)
Throw the yellow string on the legs of the 
“vulture volunteer.”

How do vultures find their food? Vultures 
can see very well. They can see things from 
far away, which helps them find carcasses. 
One of the reasons that vultures see so far is 
because vultures fly up so high. Vultures’ eyes 
are not much different from ours, but they 
are up so high they can see farther. Vultures 
look specifically for dead animals. Other 
animals look for movement, but vultures 
look for things that are not moving. Vultures 
also keep an eye on their friends, so that if 
their friend finds food, they can follow their 
friend to the food.

Walking around on dead things all day would 
make your feet unclean…lots of germs! 
Vultures have a built in sanitizing system- 
they pee and poop on their feet! Just like 
their stomach acid, what comes out the other 
end is very acidic! This acid kills the germs 
on their feet!

*Use this activity when only referring to New 
world vultures.  This behavioral adaptation 
does not apply to old world vultures.

Even more facts
Vultures lack a sternum, like other soaring birds.

Vultures sunning themselves with outstretched wings 
are warming their muscles in preparation for hours 
of flight ahead.

No New World vulture possesses a syrinx, the vocal 
organ of birds. They vocalize in hisses and grunts.

New World vultures have the unusual habit 
of defecating on their legs to cool them evaporatively. 
This also, oddly, helps to clean their feet of bacteria 
from walking on contaminated meat due to their 
highly acidic feces/urine.

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html


RaptorTAGroup@gmail.com

Activity Type
This activity is better suited for a 
classroom or group. 

Materials needed

Pedometer (with battery)
Backpack with duct tape
Wing tag
Antenna
Sticks
Cloth (meat)
Vulture stuffed animal
+/- Vulture egg
Dummy GPS unit
Photos and maps of vultures and 
tracking

Target audience
This station can be scaled for all 
ages

Conservation message
• Vultures are important parts of 

ecosystems
• Vultures are adapted to 

eat a lot of food in a short 
period of time. This important 
adaptation is critical in keeping 
the environment clean.

• Vultures are cr it ical  to 
mainta in ing  a  hea l thy 
ecosystem

Action Item
Take pictures of vultures with wing 
tags and report to Bird Banding Lab

Directions
*Before starting the activity, place the 
sticks (nesting material), cloth (meat/
carcass), and vulture stuffed animal 

(the vulture’smate or community) at 
different distances around the area/
room. Also, make sure the tracking 
device is reset to zero.

1. Pick a volunteer to be a 
“conservation biologist.”

2. You are trying to make sure that 
vultures can stay in Botswana 
and continue to help people. To 
make vultures stay, we want to 
find out the things they need 
to live. We must also find out 
what things help vultures and 
what things hurt vultures.

3. Vultures are not easy birds to 
monitor by watching. Why? How 
do you identify an individual?

4. Put wing tag on volunteer 
and discuss patagial tagging/
banding.

5. Put backpack on volunteer 
and discuss backpack GPS 
transmitters. 

6. Ask volunteer to act like a 
vulture and find the things it 
needs to survive. It must find 
food to eat, find its mate, and 
collect sticks for its nest so it 
can raise its family. 

These materials can be placed around the 
room before the activity begins, or at this 
point you can ask other audience members 
to place the items around the room.

7. Have the “conser vation 
biologist” guess how many 
steps it will take the vulture to 
do all of these things.

8. Move the items and repeat with 
another volunteer vulture!

Tip to make 
it more 
interactive: 
Have other 
members of 
the audience 
guess when to 
stop adding the 
weight when 
they think 
the vulture’s 
stomach would 
be full. Whoever 
guesses 
correctly wins!

Content created by: 

Audience prompts:

• Where does a vulture find food?

• Where does a vulture sleep?

• Where does a vulture raise its 
family?

• Where, and how far, does a vulture 
fly each day?

• How much space does a vulture 
family or community need?

• How big of an area can a vulture 
keep clean?

• Are there any areas or things that 
aren’t safe for a vulture?

• Does a vulture have any enemies?

Tracking Vultures

Molly Malloy
Graduate and Adult Programs 
Manager
Lappet Faced Vulture Education 
Advisor

Denver Zoo                                                                                  
mmaloy@denverzoo.org

mailto:mmaloy@denverzoo.org
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Story Framing
Vultures can eat 1/4 of their body 
weight: Is this a lot to eat or a little? 
A lot! Sometimes vultures eat so 
much that they are too heavy to fly! 

With 100 or more vultures showing 
up at a carcass and all of them 
eating a lot, do you think they get 
rid of carcasses quickly or slowly? 
Quickly! Vultures need to be able to 
eat a lot, fast, to make sure they get a 
meal when other vultures are around. 

Why are we glad that vultures do 
this? Why is it good for us people 
when vultures do this? Because they 
quickly get rid of germs and diseases 
before the germs can spread to you 
or me! 

By tracking vultures, we can find 
out how far they fly each day. This 
tells us how big of an area they 
keep clean! We can find out what 
areas vultures need to stay alive- 
where they eat, where they nest 
and raise their families, and where 
they hang out with their friends. We 
can compare this data to a map and 
find out where vultures like to spend 
time and what areas are important 
to them.

Help conservation biologists
Explain to guests that if they ever see a bird with a leg band or wing tag to take a picture and submit 
it to the USGS Bird Banding Lab. They will share this photo with the primary researcher and will tell 
the them how far this bird has come!  

What if you just want to watch one 
vulture to see where it goes all day? 
Do most vultures look different from 
each other, like your friends? Or do 
many vultures look the same?

Banding or tagging birds gives 
researchers a lot of information. 
They will take measurments on a 
bird when  marking it along with 
recording its age and where it was 
marked. 

If that bird is seen again, the 
researchers will be able to look up 
its information and know where it 
came from, how old it is, and how 
much it has grown!  

How to do we tell Vultures Apart?

Tracked from afar
Methods used for 
marking a bird with 
some kind of identifier 
will vary depending on 
the species. 

S om e b i r d s  ge t 
patagial tags, others 
leg bands, wing bands, 
or even neck bands. 

While tags are typically 
designed to stay on 
permanently, some 
backpacks can be 
designed to fall off 
over time. 

Image: Jacque Williamson, Brandywine Zoo

More about auxillary markers
Patagial Tags

Patagial (Puh-ta-gee-ul) wing tags  have numbers and letters on 
them and are simiar to an earring. They pierce the patagium and are 
permanently affixed to one or both wings. This marking system is 
typically for soaring birds, like vultures and eagles, but has been used on 
other birds from cranes to kestrels. These tags are great because you can 
identify an indvidual from afar without having to recapture it. 

GPS Backpacks
Backpacks can carry a variety of transmitters and geolocators. 
Depending on the equipment, researchers can receive data on where 
a bird goes, how long it rests for, and even how high it flies. Sometimes 
researchers will have to recapture a bird to download the data, but 
higher end equipment can transmit data wirelessly. This information is 
vital for understanding home ranges and migration routes, and helps 
conservation biologists identify critical habitat to protect. 

Leg bands
Some researchers will also use leg bands, which can be silver or colored. 
They can identify a bird by number or color combination, but often they 
require recapturing the bird to read the number (or having a GREAT 
camera!). 

Talking Points
Early Childhood
How are these animals the same or different from you?

Vultures move around throughout their lives to find homes and do their 
job (finding food and cleaning up the environment!). 

Ages 6-8
How can you help vultures?

Report vultures and other birds that are marked/tagged to the USGS Bird 
Banding Lab. 

Ages 8-10
Why do vultures matter to you?

Vultures help keep our ecosystems clean and healthy. 

Ages 9-12 
What connections do people in the community have to vultures?

Vultures may be seen around roadsides eating roadkill and are often 
villanized for being ugly or dirty (neither are true!!).

Age 12-Adult
How are the health of vultures and the environment interconnected?

Vultures reduce the spread of diseases. Parts of the world that have 
lost their vultures due to poaching or poisoning are seeing increases in 
zoonotic diseases. 

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html
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We want to highlight a 
couple of the amazing 
field conservation efforts 
happening around the world:

Vulture Conservation in Botswana
By Erin Stotz
Community Conservation Manager
Department of Conservation and 
Research
Denver Zoological Foundation
White Backed Vulture SSP Education 
Advisor

For the last five years, 
Denver Zoo has 
worked alongside 
loc a l  pa r tne r s 
i n  B o t s w a n a 
implementing 
a f ive-pronged 

approach to vulture conservation.  
Because vultures here are primarily 
– and increasingly – threatened 
by various forms of poisoning, 
we lead efforts to: 1) understand 
key aspects of vulture ecology, 
ranging and poisoning patterns, 
2) respond to vulture poisoning 
events; including recording number 
of animals, species affected, and 
suspected cause of mortality, 
as well as removing vulture 
carcasses, 3) advocate on related 
issues such as use of dangerous 
pesticides and lead ammunitions, 
4) work with community leaders to 
deliver education, awareness and 
engagement programs designed 
to elicit pro-vulture conservation 
attitudes and behaviors, and 5) 
develop capacity in Botswana 
colleagues to achieve our 

goals, thereby ensuring vulture 
conservation efforts are sustainable 
and community-based.  To date, we 
have fitted more than 20 vultures 
from five different species with 
satellite transmitter backpacks; 
three of these species are critically 
endangered (white-backed, white-
headed, and hooded) and two 
are endangered (lappet-faced 
and cape).  With the help of local 
staff, students and partners, we 
have documented over 40 vulture 
poisoning events and have 
worked with several communities, 
reaching hundreds of participants 
to advocate on poison issues and 
deliver impactful and action-
oriented vulture conservation 
programs.

In September, Denver Zoo’s 
community engagement team will 
host a vulture awareness day in 
Botswana to celebrate International 
Vulture Awareness Day. The day 

Field Conservation 
Update

A student practices being a vulture with 
a GPS backpack on during a lesson about 
tracking vultures. 
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southern Tanzania in 2013. Data from Ruaha and Katavi 
National Park confirmed the importance of this landscape 
for African vultures, with high vulture abundance and 
currently low threats. Since 2013, NC Zoo and WCS have 
established and implemented a collaborative vulture 
monitoring program in Ruaha and Katavi, working 
closely with Tanzanian National Parks (TANAPA) staff. We 
have conducted two trainings with TANAPA rangers on 
vulture conservation and have established a protocol for 
addressing poisoning events. In 2015, we began using 
satellite telemetry to assess movements of White-backed 
and White-headed vultures and have tagged 13 vultures 
to date. Telemetry data provides vital information on 
mortality rates and causes, population connectivity, and 
habitat use, which has continued to shape our program 
efforts. In addition, we have begun lead testing in vultures 
to assess prevalence of exposure in this landscape. Using 
population monitoring and telemetry, we are able to 

assess threats to vulture conservation in the region. 
Ranger capacity building and vulture awareness raising 
with the local community help to address and reduce 
the threat of poisoning in this landscape. 

will bring people from over five 
communities in Botswana to 
learn the importance of vultures, 
participate in hands-on vulture 
related activities, and take action 
to protect Botswana vultures – all 
part of Denver Zoo and partner’s 
efforts to implement holistic wildlife 
conservation in Botswana!  

Vulture Research in Tanzania 
By Corinne Kendall, PhD
Associate Curator of Conservation 
and Research
North Carolina Zoo
Vulture SAFE SMSS 

Program Advisor

In 2012, vulture experts identified 
Southern Tanzania as an area likely 
to be important for vultures, but 
where little was currently known. 
To address this gap, North Carolina 
Zoo in collaboration with the Wildlife 
Conservation Society conducted 
the first vulture roadside surveys in 

White-backed Vulture pair above a nest in Ruaha 
National Park.

Students in The Denver 
Zoo’s program in Botswana 
celebrate IVAD with many 
activities, including vulture 
art (lef t) and making 
vulture pledges (above).

Working with partners
When it comes to saving vultures, there are many challenges to success. The Raptor TAG aims to help 
bridge these gaps and provide resources to our partners locally and globally. We’d love to hear your 
field program updates! E-mail us at RaptorTAGroup@gmail.com

http://raptortag.weebly.com/vultureday.html

