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Summary

Vulture populations have declined
throughout Africa in recent decades, and
especially in West Africa vultures are now
mostly restricted to protected areas such
as Comoé National Park (CNP) in north-
C! In 2017 thel NABU

for

eastern

International Foundation Nature
started a vulture conservation project in
the Park with the aim to (1) assess the
status of species of vultures in the Park
and (2) to study their movement ecology
in order to assess the size of reserves
needed to host viable vulture populations.
The final goal of the project is to raise
awareness of the importance of CNP for
conservation of critically endangered
vulture species in West Africa, and to
provide arguments for the implementation
of a Vulture Safe Zone within the Park and
the surrounding areas according to the
concept outlined in the recent Multi-
species Action Plan to Conserve African-

Eurasian Vultures.

Between 30 December 2018 and 05
February 2019, 357 km of survey-tracks
were walked in the south-west of the park
in search for vultures. In total, there were
55 observations of White-backed Vultures
19 of White-headed

Vultures Trigonoceps occipitalis and

Gyps africanus,

seven of Hooded Vulture Necrosyrtes

monachus. These three species are listed
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as Critically Endangered by the IUCN.
Twenty-one active nests of White-backed
Vultures, two of White-headed Vultures
and one of Hooded Vulture were found.
Attempts to capture vultures to equip
them with GPS-tags failed because, in
rcantrast to 2017, vultures could not be
attracted to a bait.

Although few vultures were recorded
in the southern parts of the study area
nearer the periphery of the Park, the
results indicate the important role that
CNP plays as a refuge for critically
endangered vulture species in West
Africa. The project will be continued to
monitor abundance, distribution and
breeding success of the vultures in the
Park. Additionally, a project to study the
role of vultures in society is planned with
the aim to assess threats that vultures
face outside the Park, to evaluate the
potential for awareness campaigns, and
to guide further conservation actions in

the surrounding area.
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1 Introduction

Comoé National Park (hereafter CNP) is,
at 11,500 kmz2, one of the largest national
parks in West Africa. It is situated in north-
eastern C!'te d83B3°Nand
9.50°N and 3.25°W and 4.50°W.
Especially in the south-west, the Park
consists of a savannah-forest mosaic with
gallery forest along the main rivers
(Comoé, Iringou, Kongo) (Fig. 1). Alluvial
plains, characterised by the lack of trees
and bushes, are often found along the
gallery forest of the Comoé River

(Porembski 1991).

CNP hosts five species of vultures:
Palm-nut Vulture Gypohierax angolensis
(frequent), Hooded Vulture Necrosyrtes
White-backed

(common),

monachus  (frequent),

Vulture Gyps africanus
Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotus
(uncommon) and White-headed Vulture
Trigonoceps

(Salewski 2000).

occipitalis (frequent)

Between 1994 and 2000, the author
spent in total about 24 months in CNP,
mostly in the south-west, with regular
visits to the north-west in 1998/99. The
author revisited the south-west again for
two visits of about two weeks each in
January/February 2015 and 2016. During
recent visits it was apparent that large

antelopes (roan antelope Hippotragus
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hartebeest

equinus,

Alcelaphus
buselaphus) were more frequent in the
south-west than they were in the 1990s,
and that the numbers of vultures (mainly

r V‘\:(hiteéb@c[kqg ‘\:(LgtlHes, but also Palm-nut

Vultures, Hooded Vultures and White-
headed Vultures) seen were surprisingly
high and with a high proportion of
immature birds indicating good breeding
success in recent years. This ran counter
to the trend described for Africa in general
and West Africa in particular (Thiollay
2006, Ogada et al. 2015) and led to the
initiation of the Vulture Conservation
Project of the NABU
Foundation for Nature (hereafter NABU).

International

Wi t h

the aims of the project are:

respect t o

1. To recognize the importance of CNP
for the conservation of critically
endangered vulture species in West
Africa and to collect data to argue for
the implementation of CNP as a
AVul tur e Saf e
outlined by Botha et al. (2017).

2. To study movements of different age
cohorts of several species of vultures
to investigate the potential of CNP to

host large viable vulture populations.
These aims are to be achieved by:

1 An intensive search for vultures and

vulture nests to assess the

CNP

Zoneo,
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occurrence, density and the status of

species in the Park;

1 The fitting of White-headed Vultures
and White-backed Vultures with GPS-
tags to investigate their movement
ecology especially with respect to
guestions about their home range and

use of areas outside the Park.

After a first visit to CNP in the
the project in
January/February 2017 (Salewski 2017)

the field work for

framework of

the project was
continued in 2018 and 2019. The aim of
this report is to present the results of the
field work in CNP from 30 December 2018
to 05 February 2019.

2 Methods

2.1 Vulture search-tracks

The base for field work was the Ecological
Research Station of the University of
Wirzburg, Germany, which is situated in
the south-west of CNP at the eastern
bank of the Comoé River (8.76969°N,
3.78933°W; Fig. 1).
30 December 2018 and 05 February

2019 vulture search-tracks were walked

Between

on 25 days during which about 357 km
were covered (Fig.1). Vulture search-
tracks either started at the research
station or after driving to a starting point.

One camping trip, in January 2019, lasted
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for four days with the base 24 km north of
the 8.96100°N,
3.88378°W. On the vulture search-tracks,

research station at

all raptors observed within a distance of
about 500 m were identified with the aid
of binoculars (Leica 10x42), and the
position of the observer recorded with a
GPS (Garmin GPSmap 62s). This does
not, however, include the hundreds of
Yellow-billed Kites

parasitus, Black Kites M. m. migrans and

Milvus  migrans

Grasshopper Buzzards Butastur
rufipennis attracted to bush-fires. In CNP,
vultures breed exclusively in Kapok trees
Ceiba pentandra (Fig. 2; Salewski 2017)
which grow in different types of forests.
Therefore, the search was concentrated
on gallery forests and forest islands in the
bush-tree savannah. When a nest of a
vulture was found, species and
coordinates were recorded. After the field
work, all data were transformed into a GIS
(ArcMap 10.4.1). The coordinates of all
raptors identified to species level and all
nest positions have been deposited in the
DataBank

African Raptor

http://www.habitatinfo.com/ardb resourc

esl.


http://www.habitatinfo.com/ardb_resources/
http://www.habitatinfo.com/ardb_resources/
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Fig. 1. Vulturesearch-t r acks i n Como® Nat i,waledin®Bf2019. C*te doél voir

Fig. 2: Kapo tree wih a nst of aWhite-backe Vulture. Comoé National Park, 24 January 2019.
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2.2 Capture attempts

Attempts to capture wvultures were
undertaken on three occasions: 05 1 07
January, 16 i 18 January and 03 1 04
February. The first attempt was on an
alluvial plain adjacent to a relatively large
isolated tree. A dense forest edge about
100 m from the site was used to hide the
author and one to two assistants from the
vultures. The second site was 800 m
away from the first. It was in an arm of the
Comoé River that was dry with the
exception of large shallow puddles to
which at least up to fifty vultures, mainly
White-backed Vultures, but also White-
headed Vultures and Hooded Vultures,
came to bathe and drink (Fig. 3). The bait
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was placed in the river bed a few meters
from the edge of a puddle, and the baited
trap was observed constantly from the
gallery forest 30 m away. The third site
was 100 m from the gallery forest of the
Iringou River on an almost bare patch in
the savannah. The site was 700 m from a
tree containing eight nests of White-
backed Vultures (see below), and an
additional nest was discovered during the
capture attempt less than 200 m away
from the bait. Dead goats were used as
baits. During all capture attempts a
th a di

b o wn eNbrthwood Falconry, Olympia,

bownet Wi

USA) was installed to capture vultures

arriving at the bait (Fig. 4).

Fig. 3: About 30 White-backed Vultures and a White-headed Vulture rest at the water® edge near a

capture attempt site, January 2019.
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