hen, in 2000, hiologists suggested that
a new, possibly viral, infections disease
might be responsible for hundreds of
theusands ol vulture deaths in South
Asia, we at The eregrine Funid were
requested to invi=tigute, I disease wis
the cause, then il coulid spread 1o
Europe and evin Alrica. with disas-
trous consequi i i,

We elected 1o winrk in Pakistan and
Nepal, where |ai= ;u-nnittn-d the col-
lection and ex ot ol vilture samples

-t

e =

- F i A —aa

Abewve: The Bhandavgangh Maticnal Park in central India prowides

and where we would b joined inoonr
efforts by The (irnithological Society
of Pakistan and Hird Conservation
Nepal. Lindsay {haks. a specinlist in
avian diseases, lvuul i lean of experi=
analyzing the =amples collected, We
began field stuiliv un the Largest remmaining
vulture colonic= in eich country, measuring
rates and patteriz: ol mortalily.

The road =ince
has been long, uirl.
hot, and du=tv—
much like the Minjals
landscape in which
we worked. e
quickly fouri 1l
vultures were (|ving
in high numlicr= ol
kidney failure, ali]
“gout” in birls A
white, pasie-like
deposit of uric acid coated their internal
organs. More than 85 percent of the birds
died of this single cause, but the question
was, “Why?”

Initial samples analyzed by Oaks’ team
showed no consistent signs of pathogenic
viral or bacterial disease, nor were there any
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Long-billed viifure pair A% Munir Virand, The Peregrne Fund

nesting ciffs for endangered yultures and serves as a refuge for
many ather species such as the Asiatic elephant, A2 Munir Virani,
The Peregrine Fund

Right; Researchers Martin Gilbert {left] and Munir Viranl (center) take

1 the road by camel trades i search of vuitures,/The Peregrine Fund

signs af pesticides, poisons, heavy metals,
or nutritional deficiencies known 1o cause
kidnesy filure. Frustemted, Oaks asked [or

= {resher  samples:
. 1l }
o
f‘-ﬁ- i
- -

“_dhey may be oo
atolysed to lind
. S
. L2
- H\ oy
.all

delicate viruses,. ..
Veterinarian Martin
Gilbert,  iologis
Munir Virani, and
Pakistani partners
wenl back to the
[eelid, worked harder
arl |l||],'.>;1‘!'. often al
night 1o escape the
summer’s blistering daytime highs of 120
degrees Fahrenheit. Their task? Collect vul-
tures as they dropped dead from their tree
roosts or nests.

Despite the troubles that erupted in
Pakistan following 9/11 and the war in
Afghanistan, they worked on. Fresh sam-

FURTHERMORE

» RiIcCk Watson,

The Peregrine Fund

ples were sent 1o the United States for
testing—hut stll, nothing, By late 2002,
Oaks" teamn coneluded that an infectous
disease was maosl ]Il.l.Jl.h'Ll.! ly ot at work,
The patterns of mortality and dingnosti
lests  sugpested  acule  poisoning.
W began looking ab ehemicals anud s
used on the vultures’ PrImMAry souree
of food: dead demestie livestock. One
drug stood out: dielofenac, known 1o

cause kidney failure in mammals...and
possibly birds. :
Initial test results showed diclofenac
present in all the birds that died of gout but
in none of the others. Additional test results
were consistent with the initial finding.



Despite the troubles that
erupted in Pakistan following
9/11 and the war in
Afghanistan, they worked on.

Eureka! At last, after nearly 3 years of
painstaking investigation, we had found
the probable cause of death.

Since then, we have confirmed that
diclofenac is present in all vultures that
die of gout and is responsible for the pre-
cipitous decline of these birds in
Pakistan, and probably elsewhere in
South Asia. We have evidence that vul-
tures feeding on a dead buffalo or goat

previously treated with normal veterinary
doses of diclofenac can easily consume a
lethal amount of contaminated meat.
What now? Time is not on the vultures’
side. We have a small window of opportu-
nity—months, not years—to prevent species

White-rumped vuttures/© Martin Gilbert,
The Peregrine Fund

extinctions by eliminating diclofenac from
vultures’ food sources and through captive
breeding and release. With U.S. Department
of State endorsement, we called for a high-
level meeting in Kathmandu, Nepal, in
February 2004, where we outlined our
results and sought commitments from the
governments of India, Pakistan, and Nepal
to control veterinary use of diclofenac and
to support species restoration efforts. All
agreed. Additional field work will bring
answers needed to other questions: Are there
places where diclofenac is not used and
vultures remain safe? How big an area must
be free of the drug to sustain a viable vul-
ture population? What market forces are

FURTHERMORE

W

Long-billed vulture/© Munir Virani, The Peregrine Fund

propelling the
sale of diclofenac
and what could
substitute?
Species recov-
ery can only
occur when gov-
ernments commit
to solve the
causal problem
and organizations
and individuals
set aside their
differences to
work together.
Having found the
cause of vulture

Asian Vulture Population
. Project Partners

Bird Conservation Nepal
: Bombay Natural History

Society

© Yong Ding Li

* Kushal Mookherjee

: Oriental Bird Club

: Ornithological Society

of Pakistan

. Anand Pendharkar
* Vibhu Prakash

. Sumit Sen

. Rajesh Shah

* Kanwar B. Singh

. The Peregrine Fund
: Hashim Tyabji

mortality, our new goals are clear.

For more information, contact Rick Watson,
International Programs Director, The Peregrine Fund,
World Center for Birds of Prey, 5668 W. Flying Hawk
Lane, Boise, Idaho 83709-7289, USA,

+001 (208) 362-3716, rwatson@peregrinefund.org,
http://peregrinefund.org/conserv_vulture.htm,
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