
The Bearded Vulture 

 
CONSERVATION STATUS 

 

The Bearded Vulture is isolated in the high 

Maluti-Drakensberg Mountains of Lesotho and 

South Africa. This African sub-species 

(Gypaetus barbatus meridionalis) has in 

recent history suffered more than a 30% 

population decline and is listed regionally as 

endangered. There are estimated to only be 

100 breading pairs and total population of only 

320 birds left in the wild. 

 

The species is considered to be impacted by a 

large number of threats. 

▪ The latest threat is the proposal of 

wind farms in the high mountains 

areas of Lesotho. 

▪ Poisoning (targeted or inadvertent), 

▪ Electrocution or collision with cables 

on electricity pylons, 

▪ Traditions such as owning parts of 

vultures bestow the vultures strength 

on the wearer 

 
CHARACTERISTICS 

 

They have reddish yellow plumage on the 
head and breast with a grey black tail and 

wings. On the adult individual the black strip 
over the eyes and the bristles at the base of 
the beak form the distinctive appearance of a 

beard. 
 

HEIGHT:  1.15M 
WINGSPAN:  2.7M 
WEIGHT: 5-7kg 

 
LIFE CYCLE 

 

The bearded Vulture is monogamous (one 

partner at a time) they pair between November 

and December and eggs are laid between 

December and February. They lay 2 eggs but 

only one chick survives, the biggest and 

quickest to feed. 

The vultures are born with black and brown 

feathers – it will take them 6 years to fully 

change into the adult plumage. 

The plumage of the belly and the head of the 

adult is originally white, the orange coloring is 

acquired by baths in sources of water or 

ferruginous sludge which will gradually load 

the plumage with iron oxide and give this 

characteristic coloring. 

 

INTERESTING FACTS 

 

The bearded Vulture is a fighter from birth. 

Vultures feed on carrion (dead carcasses) and 

do not kill their own prey. Their feet are weak 

and better suited to walking on the ground 

than to picking up prey. 

3/4 of the bearded vulture's food consists of 

bones and ligaments. This food resource may 

seem unhealthy at first sight, but it contains as 

many energy elements as meat. 

He waits patiently for the other vultures to 

clean the soft part of the carcass. He then 

grabs the leftover bones that he drops from a 

height of 50 to 100 meters on a sloping cliff 

face or on a rocky expanse to break them. 

Small bones are swallowed whole.  

Vultures are the only true scavengers in 

Africa; they usually don't hunt their own food... 

But in times of scarcity, the bearded vulture 

sometimes captures live prey such as baby 

birds, small mammals, insects, turtles and 

lizards. However, they never hunt bigger 
animals as their feet are not made for hunting. 



Vultures are actually very hygienic birds and 

large groups often gather around waterholes 

to bathe, preen and drink. 

Vultures soar beautifully on thermals, but 

actually don’t fly well at all, they are just too 

heavy. However bearded vultures fly more like 

eagles, capable of more acrobatic displays 

than other vultures. 

Without Vultures the natural balance of food 

webs are upset. Other Scavengers like hyena 

and jackal will thrive. If carcasses are allowed 

to naturally decompose without the Vultures 

there is a release of methane and carbon 

dioxide gases which result in the greenhouse 

effect and global warming. Nutrients in soil is 

also affected causing dense growth of plant 

life. 

 

CULTURAL BELIEFS: 

 

The vulture is a powerful symbol of wisdom 

and vision, no doubt linked to their 

extraordinary sight. Sangomas (traditional 

healers) have long revered them and owning a 

vulture head is said to bestow their strengths 

on the wearer.  Fortunately for vultures, 

people are now generally better educated and 

realize the damage caused to wild vulture 

populations by killing them for muti (medicine). 

 

POACHING OF VULTURES 

 

Vultures are not poached for their bones etc., 

Conservationists also believe that the poachers 

deliberately target the birds for fear that the carrion-

hunters, which circle at a height above a dying 

animal, might give away their position to rangers. 

Poachers hunting for ivory in the north of the 

country, laced three elephant carcasses with 

poison, killing 537 vultures and two tawny 

eagles this was one of the deadliest such 

deliberate poisonings on record. 

Among the dead were 468 white-backed 
vultures, one of the most endangered type of 
vulture and of which only a few thousand are 
thought to remain in the wild. Poachers then 
sold them off to urban traditional medicine 

markets, where consumers often unknowingly 
buy parts of the poisoned birds. 

. 
The scavenger, who is critical to curbing the 

spread of disease, is facing a crisis. 
Vultures are one of the fastest-declining 

species at present, there is a real possibility 
that one or two vulture species will go extinct 

in the near future. 
If the current rate of medicinal use of the 

vulture body parts continues, some Vulture 

species would be extinct by 2020 in South 

Africa.

In the past two years, more than 1 000 

vultures of five different species had been 

fitted with tags at 14 sites throughout Southern 

Africa, while over 3 000 sightings of these 

birds had been recorded. 

Feeding stations or “Vulture Restaurants” like the 

one at the Drakensberg Sun have been established 

to help with conservation where when it started in 

2008 with the first carcass, they only saw about six 

vultures. In their vulture count as at the first week of 

September last year 2018 between seven o’clock in 

the morning and 12 o’clock they counted 327 Cape 

Vultures and four Bearded Vultures. All vulture 

species in Africa are on the endangered list, but the 

Bearded Vulture is critically endangered nationally in 

South Africa.  
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