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Fake news and vultures
To the Editor — An emerging wildlife–
human conflict emerged in southern Europe 
in the 1990s: the presumed attacks by 
griffon vultures (Gyps fulvus) on livestock. 
Unfortunately, the media find this conflict 
attractive and the absence of scientific 
information has facilitated a growing 
negative perspective of vultures  
as predators.

Vultures have, for millennia, yielded 
important ecosystem support and cultural 
services to Old World human societies1. They 
and other avian scavengers consume the bulk 
of the biomass provided by large vertebrate 
carcasses, and their absence retards the rate 
at which nutrients are redistributed through 
the ecosystem, with potential detrimental 
effects derived from the proliferation of 
organisms harmful to human interests, both 
economic and health related1. Moreover, 
vultures also contribute strongly to human 
well-being, yielding intellectual, spiritual and 
aesthetic inspiration1 as well as providing 
direct economic benefits derived from 
their observation and related ecotourism 
activities2.

The age-old relationship between farmers 
and avian scavengers is, however, being 
threatened by the social alarm that is causing 
people to see vultures as undesirable species 
like certain large carnivores. In recent years, 
news items in the Spanish and French 
media have increasingly depicted griffon 
vultures as livestock predators undergoing 
‘behavioural changes’ that have led them to 
attack not only sheep but also large animals 
such as cows and horses, and even dogs 
and humans3,4. For example, a search for 
‘vulture livestock attack in Spain/France’ 
on Google yielded 59 news stories in the 
period January to December 2019 alone. 
Although no cases certifying griffon vultures 
killing healthy livestock have been published 
in peer-reviewed literature, this emerging 
human–wildlife conflict has a number of 
undesirable consequences including the 
deliberate poisoning of severely threatened 
scavengers5. The illegal use of poison baits 
continues unabated today6 and the human–
vulture conflict could increase non-natural 
mortality effects on other species. According 
to the WWF–SEO/BirdLife report on the use 
of poisoning in Spain, more than 8,000 cases 
of illegal poisoning were diagnosed from 
1990 to 2015. Considering a conservative 
estimation of the cases documented during 
the most recent period (2005–2015), the 
report includes cases affecting obligate and 

facultative avian scavenger species such as 
griffon vultures (886 individuals), bearded 
vultures (Gypaetus barbatus; 14), Spanish 
imperial eagles (Aquila adalberti; 84), 
cinereous vultures (Aegypius monachus; 
231), Egyptian vultures (Neophron 
percnopterus; 129) and red kites (Milvus 
milvus; 591)7.

The main argument used by farmers is 
that these attacks are attributable to food 
shortages coinciding with the outbreak of 
bovine spongiform encephalopathy during 
the period 2006 to 2011. All carcasses of 
domestic animals had to be collected from 
farms and transformed or destroyed in 
authorized plants, contradicting EU member 
state obligations and efforts to conserve 
scavenger species8. Food shortages, however, 
are an unlikely cause since the population 
of this vulture is still increasing (18% rise 
in numbers from 2008 to 2018)9. Moreover, 
the complaints have not disappeared even 
after more permissive sanitary regulations 
were introduced in 2012 (502 cases from 
2012 to 2015). The knock-on effects of 
misinformation and a biased perception 
by farmers are probably playing an 
important part in this process. Currently, 
demonstrations by farmers against large 
carnivores such as the brown bear (Ursus 

arctos) and the wolf (Canis lupus) also 
include the griffon vulture.

Spain is home to 90% of European 
vultures, which provide important 
ecosystem services. For example, with 
respect to regulatory services, vulture 
populations in Spain have been estimated to 
annually dispose of an average of >8,000 t 
of animal biomass, which saves the country 
an estimated US$1.6 million10. Replacing the 
natural removal of extensive dead livestock 
by scavengers with carcass collection 
and transport would release emissions of 
>77,000 t of CO2e into the atmosphere 
per year, as well as annual payments of 
US$50 million to insurance companies11. 
Although 90% of complaints are rejected 
by the pertinent administrations, the social 
conflict persists. Scientists, veterinarians, 
farmers and policy-makers need to work 
together to reverse this growing negative 
perception of vultures as predators12. To find 
solutions to this conflict, both ecological and 
socio-economic approaches are necessary. 
We emphasize that social media should have 
a crucial role in disseminating rigorous  
news based on scientific evidence while  
also explaining the important ecosystem 
services that vultures and other  
scavengers provide. ❐

The images of menacing attitudes of foraging vultures contribute to creating a bad reputation on social 
media. Credit: image courtesy of Pilar Oliva-Vidal
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