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SUMMARY 
 

The present study focusing on the ethnographic aspects of the Egyptian vulture along its flyway 
was implemented under the framework of the “Egyptian Vulture New LIFE” (LIFE16 
NAT/BG/000874) project. The research was carried out in areas that hold Egyptian vulture 
breeding territories in the Balkans (N. Macedonia, Albania, Bulgaria, and Greece), in important 
areas for the species along its flyway (Turkey, Syria and Jordan) and its wintering areas (Niger 
and Nigeria). Information was gathered using focus groups and in-depth interviews in which the 
informants were asked to compare Egyptian vultures with other birds in a photo exercise, as 
well as open ended questions. In Niger, market surveys were also organized in order to gather 
further information on the illegal killing of vultures for their use in belief-based practices. The 
data collected also contributed to other actions of the LIFE project, such as the assessment of 
knowledge and attitudes of key stakeholders. The total number of participants in the research 
reached 348 people from 22 different regions in 9 countries. 

Our results showed that birds, as a whole, are highly appreciated for their beauty and for 
triggering strong emotions in people and less for their use. As opposed to other values, cultural 
values were rarely mentioned in the interviews. Use values associated to birds include food 
(game birds), control of species considered as harmful and ecosystem cleaning services 
(vultures). Ranking of the Egyptian vulture compared to other species showed that people like 
Egyptian vultures, vultures and storks the most and eagles and ravens/crows the least. Storks 
for instance, are characterized as harmless, useful, beautiful and familiar; in Africa, people 
value them because they announce the start of the rainy season while, in the Balkans, people 
appreciate them because they announce the start of spring. People appreciate raptors’ role in 
the control of reptiles, insects and rodents.  

However, sometimes eagles - identified as the most dangerous raptor- function as a 
representative of all birds of prey and thus negative statements about raptors are related with 
attacks to livestock, chicken, pigeons or rabbits. Ravens and crows are associated with death 
and they are referred to as ugly and bad omens. Contrary to raptors, vultures are characterized 
as harmless and most people are aware of the cleaning services they offer, thus valuing them 
positively, although some people confuse vultures with raptors, believing that vultures prey on 
rodents and reptiles. Vultures, including Egyptian vultures, are also appreciated for their 
conservation status that attracts researchers and less as a visitor attraction related to tourism. 
Relation of vultures with the supernatural and their role as mediator and messenger between 
different worlds is also mentioned in the interviews.  

In all countries, with the exception of Jordan, people were aware that vulture numbers are 
declining and that Egyptian vultures in particular are either extinct or too few. Hunting 
(sometimes with no apparent justification) is blamed as the main cause for vultures’ decline, 
followed by the use of poison baits, declines of free-grazing animal husbandry and changes in 
carrion management. Habitat loss, land degradation or desertification, climate change or 
natural disasters, pesticides, pollution, disturbance in nesting/roosting sites, ignorance about 
species, human irresponsibility and lastly electrocution and collision are also mentioned. In 
Africa use of vulture parts for belief-based practices dominated people’s answers, although 
demand for Egyptian vultures in particular was recorded as being rather rare. In the Balkans, 
problems in the flyway and winter grounds were mentioned, even though some of the 
participants failed to list reasons behind the species’ decline. In Jordan and Albania the level of 
knowledge and awareness about the Egyptian vulture seems lower than in the rest of 
countries.  

Relation with death, after-death life and the supernatural is of key importance in order to 
understand the position of vultures in culture and their liminal placement between different 
worlds and explains the use of vulture parts in belief-based practices in Africa. In comparison 
to the rest of the vulture species, the Egyptian vulture in seen as a charismatic species: its white 
color differentiates it from the rest of the vulture species, stereotyped as “ugly”, it is beloved 
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by people –at least in the Balkans- as a migrant bird, and it has a protagonist role in local 
Balkan folklore. These facts, combined with its unfavorable conservation status, can be 
advantageously used to construct a public image that can help towards the species’ 
conservation.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Raptors are large, impressive and charismatic species that have an important position not only 
in Nature but also in Culture. Vultures in particular, because of their role as carrion eaters, have 
a very special position in the symbolic lore of local communities. Vultures' conservation status 
as endangered species along with their marginal position between life and death, purity and 
danger, wild and domesticated, makes them unique exemplars for the study of the relationship 
between birds and people. Different vulture species are not classified locally in the same way 
depending on the contexts and even the same species share very different conceptualizations 
among local cultures. E.g. the Egyptian vulture, in contrast with other vulture species, holds a 
particularly positive cultural significance in the Folklore of the Balkans as a herald of spring 
(Stara et al. 2014). Thus, different conceptualizations along the species flyway can distribute 
the message of collaborative international partnership for the protection of migratory birds 
and endangered species. 
 
Within the framework of the LIFE project “Egyptian Vulture New LIFE” (LIFE16 
NAT/BG/000874) a specific action focusing on the ethnographic aspects of the Egyptian 
vulture along its flyway was implemented. The objectives of this action were to: 
  Develop an ethnographic study about the Egyptian vulture in the countries of the species’ 

flyway and encompass as many communities as possible in key breeding, wintering and 
migration sites along the flyway. 

  Extend the research carried out so far in Greece and Bulgaria during the previous LIFE+ 
project “The Return of the Neophron” (LIFE10 NAT/BG/000152) to other countries of the 
flyway.  

  Use the results of the study to better adapt the project’s communication materials to the 
target audiences. 

  Promote the engagement of local communities in bird conservation by sharing their 
knowledge and understanding of birds, safeguarding at the same time local identities. 

 
The present study focuses on the ethnographic aspects of the human perception of the 
Egyptian vulture. However, it should be noted that there we collaborated with Action E7: 
"Assess the knowledge and attitudes of key stakeholders in representative areas to Egyptian vultures", 
that was carried out in parallel by the ESTAT Agency Bulgaria (coordinated by Vera Staevska 
and Yana Spassova). 
 
 
 

2.  GEOGRAPHICAL SCOPE  
 
Before this study relevant data had already been collected from Greece and Bulgaria during the 
previous LIFE+ project “The Return of the Neophron” (LIFE10 NAT/BG/000152). Some 
additional information has been compiled for these two countries, while the action’s 
geographical scope has widened to include the countries along the species’ flyway and its 
wintering grounds. The research was implemented in areas with Egyptian vulture territories in 
the Balkans or important areas for the species in each flyway or wintering area. Information 
was gathered using mainly two methods: focus groups (discussion groups DG) and in-depth 
interviews (tête-à-tête, TT), see Table 1.  
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Table 1. Data used for this report 
 

Important for 
the EV areas 

Country Region Researchers Period of 
Research 

Participants, 
Interviews 
Tête-à-tête: TT  
Discussion Group: DG 

Breeding 
territories 

North 
Macedonia 

Veles, Demir Kapija,
Kavadarci, Mariovo 

Nenad Petrovski 2018-2019 Report / raw data,
ΤΤ, 42 participants 

Albania Drino valley & 
surroundings 

Mirjan Topi, Denada 
Ziu, Gligor Dushi 

2018-2019 Report, ΤΤ,  40 
participants 

Bulgaria Madzharovo, 
Krumovgrad, Ivanovo

Yana Spassova, 
Ivalina Simeonova,  
Branimira 
Vezhdarova 

14-
18/4/2016 

Report (2016)
Raw data summary, 
DG and TT, 49 
participants 

Greece  Ioannina, Kalabaka, 
Trikala,  
Dadia, Soufli 

Kalliopi Stara 2012-2015 Report (2012, 2014, 
2016), Raw data, TT, 
87 participants 

Flyway Turkey Ankara, Mersin Turan Çetin, Raziye 
İçtepe Akyol,   Adem 
Akyol 

14.8-
18.12/2018 

Raw data, TT, 46 
participants 

Syria Coastal, Dara’s, 
Idled, Qalamon 

Maher Dayyoub 2018-2019 Raw data, TT, 40 
participants 

Jordan Fifa, Ghor Safi, Al 
Tafilah, Maan 

2018-2019 Raw data, TT, 28 
participants 

Wintering 
territories 

Niger Zinder (Kélle, Kazoé)
 
 

Cloé Pourchier
 
 
 

23.12.2018 
 
 
 

Raw data Summary, 
DG, 13 participants 

Nigeria Zinder (Kélle, Kazoé)
 

Cloé Pourchier
 
 
 

 
 

Report (mainly 
information about  
wildlife markets and 
the use of vultures for 
medicinal properties)

Nigeria Oduma, Aninri, Enuga 
State 

Kalliopi Stara 26.6.2019 Interview with a 
Nigerian PhD student 
in Greece and via him 
with his relatives that 
are traditional healers 
and use vulture parts 
in Nigeria, 3 
participants 

Totals 9 22 13 2012-2019 348 

 
 
 

3.  THE METHODOLOGY 
 

This action has been based on interviews with local informants carried out in the field, in order 
to collect Local Ecological Knowledge. We asked field researchers also to review national and 
local published materials as very often in such materials survives the knowledge of local 
scientists or amateurs who do not publish in English. However, the latter was not possible as no 
such material was found and compiled.  

Before implementation, the action’s coordinator prepared material aimed to introduce field 
researchers in the theory and methods of Ethnoornithology. Field researchers also participated 
and followed online meetings and training seminars (March 2018) on Ethnographic methods 
and went through the presentation "Developing an ethno ornithological study about the Egyptian 
vulture. Notes and tips about the field work". Then a questionnaire was created (see ANNEX I) in 
close collaboration with all project partners, via online meetings, in order to ensure the 
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approach was feasible and the questionnaire suitable for each region. Before researchers went 
to the field the questionnaire was translated by partners to national languages and adapted the 
wording of questions taking into account the specifics of each region.  
 
Interviews contained a photo exercise, where the informants were asked to compare Egyptian 
vultures with other birds. These other bird species had been selected and agreed with project 
partners. The objective of this exercise was to reveal conceptualizations, values and feelings 
about the Egyptian vulture, and compare them with those of other raptors, carrion eating birds 
or common charismatic bird species. Thus, three more carrion eating bird species (which may 
differ from region to region according to their presence or abundance) and the white stork 
were selected and included in the study. We proposed gyps vultures (Gyps spp. i.e. Gyps 
fulvus, Gyps rueppelli, Gyps africanus) as well as raven/crows (Corax spp, i.e. Corvus corax in 
Europe, Corvus corone in the Middle East and Corvus albus in Africa). As ravens are regarded as 
the "vultures’ spies" in different cultures (Mundy et al. 1992) we wanted to explore this 
conceptualization, the significance of its black colour and its relation with carrion and death.  
Moreover we included eagles (i.e. Aquila chrysaetus in Europe, Aquila nipalensis in the Middle 
East and Polemaetus bellicosus in Africa or any other large eagle) in the exercise as a stimulus to 
highlight differences perceived by people between birds of prey and vultures (Cocker and 
Tipling 2013; Stara et al. 2016). Finally, we included the White Stork (Ciconia ciconia) as its 
migratory route and distribution range are similar to those of the Egyptian vulture, and it is a 
well-known and common emblematic species, see Figure 1. 
 
 

 

 
      Figure 1. Photographs of the four species used as optical stimulation in order to reveal 

conceptualizations, values and feelings about the Egyptian vulture comparing it with other birds. 

© Tasos Bounas/ HOS-BirdLife Greece © Ivaylo Zafirov/ HOS-BirdLife Greece 

© Chris Vlachos/ HOS-BirdLife Greece

© Chris Gomersall/ rspb-images.com 
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Except for the photo exercise, other questions were based on ranking or were open ended.  
Each interview was designed so as to not last more than 20-30 minutes. The questionnaire was 
flexible and from the beginning the coordinator and the researchers agreed that in case they 
were not able to realize a real interview recording or take notes, questionnaires should serve as 
a conversation guidance and researchers should write down their notes as soon as possible 
once the interviews had ended in order to avoid forgetting anything. For this reason, some 
countries sent raw data, while others sent a short report with the main points of the actions. 
Moreover, after the first data gathering in January 2019 a second shorter version of the 
questionnaire was sent to field researchers. This was consisted on 10 focused questions and it 
was decided for practical reasons, considering that the same researchers asked questions to the 
same informants under actions A3 and E7 (see ANNEX II).  Each partner sent the information 
gathered to the action coordinator translated in English. 
 
In Niger, apart from interviews and focus groups, market surveys were also organized and 
markets were prospected in three different cities and villages in Zinder region (Kélle and 
Kazoé) in order to gather further information on a specific threat identified in this country: the 
illegal killing of vultures for use in belief-based practices.  

 
 
4. THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE STUDY 
 
Concerning interviews, data were collected by field researchers by means of interviews with 
local stakeholders, key for Egyptian vulture conservation, such as farmers, hunters, teachers, 
local authorities, veterinarians, regional law enforcement agencies, local businesses (e.g. 
tourism sector), as well as other public or private sector companies (e.g. electricity 
companies), including the alternative energy producers (national and international companies). 
The choice of the identification of main informants was the responsibility of national research 
partners. Moreover, as the present study shares most, if not all, of the stakeholders involved in 
action E7’s study "Assess the knowledge and attitudes of key stakeholders in representative areas to 
Egyptian vultures", the fieldwork was planned accordingly to optimize time and resources (both 
for the project team and the interviewees). Apart from the above stakeholders, special 
attention was given to identify and interview local key informants. Key informants are persons 
whose social position in a research setting gives them specialist knowledge about a subject, 
that is more extensive, detailed or privileged than ordinary people, and who are therefore 
particularly valuable sources of information. These people have usually gained their ecological 
knowledge from empirical observations of nature and from communication with other people in 
their culture (Martin 1995). Thus, in the Balkans and Middle East key informants were older 
farmers and livestock keepers living in villages, while in Africa, they were livestock keepers, 
farmers but also traditional healers. According to the instructions, efforts were made not to 
exclude women, uneducated people or other probably “shy” groups, the younger generations 
and people living in villages and towns/cities. Researchers succeeded to fulfil all the above 
except the group concerning women, which was in fact expected as it is usually men and not 
women who appear as representatives of the family or the community in most patriarchal 
societies, see Table 2. 
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Table 2. Participants in the study and their characteristics 
Countries Year of 

birth (min) 
Year of 
birth (max) 

Men  Women Education Belief 
system 

Occupation 

North 
Macedonia 

1938 1967 6 0 Various Islam, 
Christianity 

Farmers, stock-breeders, 
hunters, housewifes,  
plummer, driver, blacksmith, 
welder, forest 
engeneer, game keeper, 
unemployed (1each), 
beekeepers 

Albania Focus group, discussion, no specific information about the participants 

Bulgaria    Primary, 
secondary 
higher 
education 

Islam 
(Pomaks), 
Christianity 

Farmers, herders, hunters, 
teachers, hoteliers, 
veterinarian, state 
administration representatives,
environmeΙσntalists, tour 
guides 

Greece  1950 1994 57 30 Various Christianity Various 

Turkey 1940 1999 41 4 Various Islam Various 

Syria 1960 1986 35 5 Mostly 
higher 

Islam Various 

Jordan 1943 2002 26 0 Various Islam Various 

Niger 1959 1989 21 3 No 
education-
Primary 

Islam Farmers, herders, hunters, 
mayor   

Nigeria 1928 1980 (?) 3 0 Various Christianity, 
African 
Traditional 
Religion  

Healers, student

TOTAL 1928 2002 189 
(82%)

42 (18%) Various Various Various 
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5.RESULTS 
 

The results of this report were analysed in June - October 2019. The structure of the results 
follows the structure of the first questionnaire disseminated among local partners.  
 
 
5.1. Common bird species in different project regions and their value for 
people 
 
The questionnaire aimed to firstly introduce participants to a conversation about birds focusing 
on species familiar to them. Their task was to list species emphasising on some that 
participants particularly value and to give the reasons for their preferences. As the research 
areas vary from the Balkans to the countries of Africa people mentioned species very different 
and unique in their regions. It should be noted though that the listing of raptorial species is 
associated with the design of the questionnaire that was focused on raptors in Bulgaria and 
Greece, while in the rest of countries there was also a bias favouring raptors, vultures, the 
Egyptian vulture or protected species because the research was undertaken in the framework of 
a conservation project concerning an endangered vulture species, see Table 3.   

 
Table 3. Most commonly listed and valued birds mentioned in each country 

 
Country Most commonly listed birds Most valued 

birds 
Values related to these 
species 

North  
Macedonia 

Falcons, eagles, storks Storks, swallows Familiarity 

Albania Common and protected: (i) Pelican, (ii) Rock 
partridge, (iii) Egyptian vulture, (iv) Lesser 
kestrel, (v) Gulls 

- -

Turkey Vultures, sparrows, crows, ravens, eagles Vultures, 
partridges,  
predators 
(especially 
eagles) 

Ecosystem cleaning
services, beauty, 
symbolism, game species  

Greece Raptors, falcons and hawks, migratory species - Familiarity, associations
with specific areas and 
using of birds as a brand 
name for an area (e.g. the 
raptors of Dadia forest, 
game species) 

Bulgaria Falcons, peregrine falcons, hawks, buzzards, 
griffon vultures, Egyptian vultures, golden 
eagles, white-tailed eagles, red kites, white 
kites, black storks, white storks, cinereous 
vultures 

- -

Syria Eagles, partridges, bulbuls Doves, quails, 
blackcaps 

Beauty, game species 

Jordan Doves (various species), eagles, egrets Doves Beauty,  game species 
Niger Vultures, crows, wild Guinea fowls, eagles, 

turtle doves, bee-eater, bustards 
Rüppell's vultures Use value, ecosystem 

services: Rüppell's vultures 
are the first to start 
feeding on carcasses 

 
Apart from the list above, we attempted to detect reasons for which people value birds. We 
had in mind that people from modern industrial societies, who live apart from direct contact 
with nature or dependence on the land, tend to see nature more as a source of inspiration and 
recreation enjoyment than as a provider of commodities human use or profit (Kellert 1996). 
So, during the analysis we grouped the mentioned values related to specific birds or groups of 
birds (e.g. game birds, migrants) into use values (use of birds as food, medicine or to 
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accomplish ecosystem services, i.e. vultures are most often being valued as nature’s cleaners), 
or intangible values such as aesthetic, spiritual, historical, symbolic etc. From all above 
intangible values aesthetic values (i.e. birds’ beauty and its emotional reaction to people) and 
symbolic values were revealed from the study. Our results showed that birds are highly 
appreciated as beautiful and for creating strong emotions to people, and less for their use. On 
the contrary to other values, cultural values are rarely mentioned (Figure 2).  

 
 

 
Figure 2: Reasons related with values concerning birds classified in three general categories. 

 
In Turkey statements related to beauty refer to the song of birds and birds’ way of flight. 
Predation of harmful species is highly appreciated, while on the contrary some bird species are 
considered themselves as harmful (e.g. “Golden eagle takes away little lambs. Vulture eats and 
cleans carcass”, “Starling is useful, collects and eats ticks on animals”). 
 
Some characteristic statements from Turkey show the different general categories of values 
that people attach to birds. 
 
Beauty/Emotions: “I like the eagles flying high and inaccessible, I like the vultures flying in silence 
and being single”, “Gooses migrate. Their sound during migration is pleasant”, “When I was 
shepherding as a kid I used to watch eagles hunting snakes and throwing them on the ground”.  
Use: “Blackbirds are high in number and a source of meat”, “Falcons hunt on mice and therefore 
people like them very much”, “Stork eats grasshoppers during barley harvest. Starlings come when 
animals are fed with barley, they are not beloved because they eat animals' food”.  
Cultural value: “I like the bulbul due to its story and song”. 
 
In Syria almost all birds mentioned are characterized as beautiful, while most references to 
useful birds concern game birds (quails, blackcaps, partridges, doves). 
 
In Jordan most references to useful birds concern game birds (75%) such as doves, quails and 
blackcaps. There are few allusions to the role of birds in “keeping the environmental balance”. 
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Except for the bee-eater referred to as “beautiful”, other references to beauty are generic.  
 
In Niger Ruppell's vultures are characterized as useful as they are the first to start feeding on a 
carcass, regardless of which dead animal it is. 
 
The questionnaires in Bulgaria and Greece (2012-2016) included an extra question about the 
concept “wildlife”, regarding not only birds but wildlife in general. In Bulgaria, during the first 
period of the research (2012), Nature was perceived as a danger or a threat, while later this 
perception was enriched by the idea of beauty, “feeling of freedom” and “destruction of the nature 
by man”. The attitude towards wildlife was also transformed from a means of making a living 
(in 2012), to opportunities for business development (in 2014), and acceptance of “strangers” 
who contribute to the development of the region (in 2016).  Especially Madzharovo region 
displayed high levels of commitment towards wildlife conservation as a result of the Life 
project “The Return of the Neophron” communication activities. Natural resources became a 
source of pride for the local population and have enabled a highly consolidated society to 
"open up" to tourists. On the contrary, people interviewed in Krumovgrad seemed generally less 
engaged with the entire concept of wildlife conservation. They appeared to feel abandoned - 
by the state, by organizations, etc. As a result of the successful communication campaign in 
Madzharovo, the interviewed Krumovgrad citizens gave the impression of being jealous. In 
Greece participants in the research used the term wildlife as synonymous to wild fauna and 
opposite to domesticated fauna. They used the term to describe animals and birds that live in 
nature or in conditions of freedom as opposed to domestic animals. The majority of 
participants considered Νature and wildlife as set apart from human infrastructure constructing 
an "imaginary distance" between Nature and people. When talking about species they tended to 
refer more to mammals than to birds and even less to other groups of species. They mainly 
mentioned charismatic mammals, such as the brown bear, the wolf, while most references 
regarding birds were related to raptors, game birds and common birds in backyards.   

 
 

5.2 Stories, traditions or beliefs related to birds 
 
This section is about ways in which people interact with birds symbolically, with a special 
attention to birds in Folklore. As Mark Cocker and Richard May state in their book “Birds 
Britannica” (2005, i.x.): “With some species humans have enjoyed a far deeper and longer intimacy, 
occasionally stretching back hundreds –if not thousands- of years”, and where those historical 
relations illuminate the present or contrast sharply with modern times, the author attempts to 
capture the evolving pattern. This was the reason that we attempted to collect these stories, 
beliefs and traditions related to birds, so as to understand why people seem positive or 
negative to certain species (e.g. shallows, storks, owls, ravens) and how these attitudes are 
related to culture.  
 
In Turkey half of the participants in the study mentioned 31 statements concerning birds. The 
owl was the most mentioned species (11 statements), followed by the pigeon (5 statements). 
From all 31 statements 12 were related to beliefs or superstitions (i.e. “No good comes from 
where owls perch”), 10 to personal experiences with birds (i.e. “When I was shepherding as a kid I 
used to watch eagles hunting snakes and throwing them on the ground”), 7 to religion (i.e. “Owl and 
pigeon are holy and are not for shooting”), 1 to a saying ("The crow perches on trash, the bulbul 
perches on the rose") and 1 to a medicinal use (“Eagle (vulture) remedy is healing patients in that 
area”). Moreover, stories concerning vultures refer to incidents, observations and oral 
traditions related to childhood and grandparents’ memories. 
 

Table 4. Stories on the relation of people with birds, as recorded in Turkey 

Story Species Information 
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Personal 
experiences 
 

Hawk Took care of 2 hawklings. Saw the nest on a tree during a stroll and took 2 
hawklings home. Released them after 2 months. 

Sparrow His wife feeds sparrows in front of their house.
Sparrow A sparrow flew into the coffeehouse. I caught it, put it in a box and give it as a 

gift to my nephew. We took care of it for a while and then released it. 
Song birds I've always liked watching them from afar
Eagle When I was shepherding as a kid I used to watch eagles hunting snakes and 

throwing them on the ground. 
Partridge I used to find partridge eggs, but I never took them.
Partridge During watch duty we used to search for partridge eggs and eat them. 
Ravens, Vultures We leave the dead animals to ravens and vultures.
Vulture Small vultures bring angora wool to their nests. When we were children we 

used to go to nests, collect angora wool and exchange it with biscuits in the 
grocery store. 

Vultures Wolves pushed a deer off a cliff. “Monsters” (wolves) ate the dead deer. 
Vultures gathered around it and ate the leftover. 

Egyptian vulture They live very long and always go with a partner together, they like to go 
around folds or make their nest next to folds, because there is a lot of births 
and deaths in spring. 

Generic During breeding season we used to hide and watch the birds feed their young in 
their nests. 

Generic There aren't any birds where there is no life. Birds and humans follow each 
other. In the plateau above there are no humans so there are no birds. 
Whenever we migrate from here birds come along with us too. 

Beliefs 
 

Generic Birds carry diseases.
Stork There were stories and fables that told the story that the storks brought babies. 

We believed in them. 
Owl An owlet -also called malgadın - singing is considered as a sign and is 

interpreted as good news. 
Owl People say that when an owl is shot your business will fail. 
Owl Owls are not for shooting. If it whistles at home it gets kicked out because it 

brings bad news. 
Owl Owls are considered as messenger animals. If it makes a sound it means that 

someone or some good news is about to come. 
Owl No good comes from where owls perch. 
Owl Elders say that when an owl whistles a dead person will come out of that 

house.  
Owl People say that when an owl is shot your business will fail. 
Pigeon, Owl Pigeons and owls are not for shooting. We learn that from our grandparents.
Pigeon A pigeon is innocent and is not for shooting because it is a messenger. 
Owl Owl whistle counts as something good. When it whistles news are about to 

come for sure. It means messenger to us.  
Raven We call a raven also a monster’s bell here. By making sound it informs the 

shepherd that a wolf is getting near flock. The raven or so called monster’s bell 
is a messenger. Shepherds listen keen to the sound they make when they see a 
wolf. 

Egyptian vulture Whenever the Egyptian vulture perches at night, the direction its head points to 
in the morning is where carrion can be found. 

Egyptian vulture We didn't know the fact that they migrate. Our elders told us that they go on 
hibernation in depths of caves because they make their nests there. 

Vultures 

Do you know how vultures can see that there is carcass behind mountains? 
There is a light that goes up from where carcass is, like a sparkle or shining. 
Vultures see that light and know that there is carcass and go there. 

Vultures Vultures know which animal will die. They circle around the animal before it 
dies. 

Religion 
 

Stork People believe that the storks are a kind of pilgrim since the storks fly to  
Mecca and Medina through Middle East 

Starling Starling is known as the symbol of the King Solomon. My granddad got angry at 
me when I was a child, because I killed a starling. If a starling finds water it 
takes a bath 3 times, dives and comes up, and then it looks at you.  

Pigeon, owl Owl and pigeon are holy and are not for shooting. 
Owl Owls are also called malgadın and are considered holy because its head turns to 
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four sides.
Pigeon, owl, dove Pigeon, little owl and dove are not for shooting based on religious beliefs.
Pigeon Pigeon is not for shooting because it made a nest in front of the cave 

Muhammad was hiding in. Enemies who were looking for Muhammad saw the 
pigeon's nest and its babies in front of the cave in good condition and thought 
that no one was in the cave.  

Saying Bulbul I've always liked bulbuls due to the saying "Crow perches on trash, bulbul 
perches on the rose". 

Medicinal 
use 

Eagle 
He says that an eagle (vulture)  remedy is healing patients in that area 

 
In Syria, the question about the use of birds as good or bad omens had the same answer: 
“birds are good omen” repeated 39 times and also the answer “birds make me optimistic”.  
 
When asked about stories, four participants mentioned the Qābīl (Qabeel) and Hābīl 
(Habeel) story and its association with the crow. Qābīl and Hābīl are believed by Muslims to 
have been the first two sons of Adam and Hawwa’ (Eve) mentioned in the Qur’an. The events 
of the story in the Qur’an are virtually the same as in the Hebrew Bible narrative1. According to 
a version2, Allah wanted to fill the uninhabited earth with human beings, so he blessed Adam 
and Hawa so that they had two children every day - a son and a daughter - for a long time. 
Habeel (Abel) and Qabeel (Cain), the sons of Adam and Hawa, wanted to marry the same girl, 
who was very beautiful. They did not know how to decide which one of them should marry her. 
So Adam asked each one of them to give an offering to Allah, and the one whose offering was 
accepted by him was to marry the girl. Habeel whose intentions were good chose the best 
sheep from his flock and gave it as an offering to God, while Qabeel gave a poor offering. 
Naturally, of the two, God accepted Habeel's offering -- a fire came and took it away, so 
Habeel had God's permission to marry the girl. Qabeel grew very angry at this and said that he 
would marry her at all costs. Habeel, however, refused to fight. But Qabeel was furious and he 
hit his brother with a stone which killed him. It was the first time that anyone had ever killed 
another person, so after killing Habeel, Qabeel was terribly afraid. He did not know what to do 
with the dead body. He carried it on his shoulders and wandered around helplessly. Then Allah 
sent two crows who fought in front of Qabeel. One of them was killed. The other dug a hole in 
the ground and pulled the body of the dead crow into it covering it with earth. Seeing this, 
Qabeel cursed himself for not knowing even as much as the crow. He then dug a grave for his 
brother Habeel and buried him in it (Figure 3a).  
Moreover, the story of the hoopoe (hud-hud) and the prophet Solomon was mentioned by 
seven participants. According to a version3, prophet Sulaiman (Solomon), also known as the 
King Prophet, was inspecting his flock of birds, and noticed that the hoopoe was missing. 
Prophet Sulaiman was known for his wisdom and knowledge, and was bestowed with many 
special gifts and powers, such as the ability to command wind and the mystical jinn, and could 
understand and speak the language of animals, birds and insects. In this particular story, 
Prophet Sulaiman was getting angry about the missing bird when the hoopoe appeared, 
bringing with it important news. The bird told Prophet Sulaiman about the people of Saba 
(Sheba of southern Arabia) and their Queen, who worshipped the Sun. The bird then carried a 
letter from Prophet Sulaiman in which he called upon the Queen and her people to stop 
worshipping the Sun and worship Allah. The bird was instrumental in bringing the two figures 
together, and many legends surround her visit to Prophet Sulaiman, whereupon she eventually 
embraced his faith. The dialogue between the hoopoe and the prophet Solomon can be seen 
in the text that follows: 

                                                      
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cain_and_Abel_in_Islam 
2 https://special.worldofislam.info/index.php?page=Children/Stories/Habeel%20and%20Qabeel%20-
%20Abel%20and%20Cain 
3 https://www.thenational.ae/arts-culture/creatures-of-the-quran-birds-fish-and-the-whale-1.80494 
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But the hoopoe stayed not long and said: “I have encompassed [in knowledge] that which you 
have not encompassed, and I have come to you from Sheba with certain news. Indeed, I found 
[there] a woman ruling them, and she has been given of all things, and she has a great throne. I 
found her and her people prostrating to the Sun instead of Allah, and Satan has made their deeds 
pleasing to them and averted them from [His] way, so they are not guided. So they do not prostrate 
to Allah, who brings forth what is hidden within the heavens and the Earth and knows what you 
conceal and what you declareAllah – there is no deity except Him, Lord of the Great Throne”. 

Solomon said: “We will see whether you were truthful or were of the liars. Take this letter of mine 
and deliver it to them. Then leave them and see what [answer] they will return” (Quran 27:22-28). 

 

 (a)     (b) 

Figure 3: (a) A depiction of Cain burying Abel from an illuminated manuscript version of Stories of 
the Prophets, (b) An illustration of the Aesop's Fable of the fox and the crow, as told in the 

Arabic Kalila and Dimna. 

 

Lastly the tale of Aesop's Fable about the fox and the crow is mentioned by one 
participant. The story is used as a warning against listening to flattery. In the fable a crow has 
found a piece of cheese and retired to a branch to eat it. A fox, wanting it for himself, flatters 
the crow, calling it beautiful and wondering whether its voice is as sweet to match. When it 
lets out a caw, the cheese falls and is devoured by the fox4 (Figure 3b). 

In Niger people believe that if somebody throws a stone to an Egyptian vulture a curse will 
fall upon that person. Moreover, vultures (not only EV) are a sign of a good rainy season 
coming.  Lastly accessing to vultures’ nest is believed to bring bad luck to person who 
entered.  

 
 

5.3 The Egyptian vulture, other vultures, an eagle, a raven, a stork 
 

5.3a Identification of birds 
 
In order to study the relation between the five bird species/groups mentioned above 
(vultures, Egyptian vulture, ravens/crows, eagle, white stork), we attempted to investigate if 
participants in our study were familiar with the specific species. The result was that all 

                                                      
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Fox_and_the_Crow_(Aesop) 
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participants seemed familiar and had seen all the five species/ species groups in nature in 
Syria and Niger. In Turkey and Jordan all participants seemed familiar with storks and 
ravens/crows, but few with eagles and vultures in Turkey and fewer in Jordan.  
 
In Turkey almost all participants had seen storks, ravens and eagles in nature, while fewer 
mentioned having seen vultures and Egyptian vultures even in nature or on the TV. 13 
participants from Turkey seemed familiar with the Egyptian vulture (e.g. “It has a nest above 
the fold. Every year they are there from March to October”), 31 said that they had seen the 
species during last year, while six had seen it 2,5 to 10 years ago. Apart from five 
participants in the study who claimed that they saw the species all year round, the rest 
participants declared that they saw the Egyptian vulture from March (10th of March at the 
earliest) until November, but most of them until early October. 
 
In Syria all participants seemed familiar and had seen all the five species (vulture, Egyptian 
vulture, ravens/crows, eagle, white stork) species in nature, except for one interviewee who 
mentioned having seen the griffon and the Egyptian vulture on TV. 
 
In Jordan all participants had seen storks, ravens and eagles in nature, but only eight out of 
28 had seen the griffon and 14 the Egyptian vulture in Nature.  in nature. Most of participants 
relate Egyptian vultures with spring 
 
In Niger all participants had seen all above mentioned species in Nature. Moreover, from the 
15 participants in the study, mainly hunters knew some cliffs related to vultures or the 
Egyptian vulture where they can find them. One of the informants who is a trader of vulture 
parts for healing/magic uses he went himself to collect the nest in the surrounding cliffs to 
prepare after a bad spirits deterrent.  

 
In North Macedonia, all interviewees recognized storks and ravens/crows, some recognized 
eagles and griffons and fewer Egyptian vultures.  Informants weren’t aware about different 
species of vultures and were rarely aware that the Egyptian vulture is a carrion eating species. 
Moreover, although almost all were aware of the local name for the Egyptian vulture 
(“kanya”), rarely could they recognize the bird in the photo. The griffon vulture on the other 
hand was easily recognizable. A common observation among interviewees was that the 
vulture populations had either disappeared or had been reduced to a few individuals. They 
weren’t aware about different species of vultures and were rarely aware that the Egyptian 
vulture is a carrion eating species.  
 
In Albania most of the respondents (62%) were able to recognize the Egyptian vulture when 
looking at the photo showed to them, whereas the rest (38%) could not recognize it. Only 
31% of the respondents confirmed that they had seen a vulture in their area, whereas the rest 
of 69% respondents answered “No” to this question. Respondents mostly associate the word 
“vulture” or “shkabë” in Albanian, with “eagles” but they know that “this kind of eagle" 
(meaning vultures) feeds mostly on carcasses. Few respondents (11 %) mentioned that the 
word “vulture” means just a kind of bird for them, but they could not mention any 
characteristic. Few others (11%) associated the word “vulture” with the griffon vulture as the 
griffon vulture in Albanian is called simply “Shkabë” like the whole group of vultures. Other 
respondents (15%) were associating vultures with the birds of prey which also attack the 
lambs in their herds.  
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Figure 4: Level of recognition of the Egyptian vultures in different countries. Note that in Greece 
and Bulgaria the data considered was that of the last surveys (2016) when the level of recognition 

had increased in comparison to that of the first year of research (2012). Not all people have seen the 
bird in nature, but they know it from the t.v., videos, leaflets and other such material. Percentages 

represent number of participants who were able to recognize the species divided by the total number 
of participants per country (e.g. 100% means that all participants can recognize the species). 

 
In Bulgaria, the level of recognition of the Egyptian vulture increased along with the 
awareness towards the bird during the six years of the study. Being approximately close to nil 
in 2012, the survey in 2016 showed a high level of recognition. However, the Egyptian 
vulture is mistaken in Bulgaria with the griffon vulture, probably because the second one is 
best-known.  
 
Similarly, in Greece almost all participants declared that they know the Egyptian vulture or at 
least they had heard its name in 2016 (Figure 4), as opposed to 2012 when only the 1/3 of 
the participants in the study declared they recognized the species. Most of the people had 
seen the species in pictures, leaflets or videos and few knew it by experience, with the 
exception of the participants from Dadia National Park who had seen it in the feeding station 
or in the countryside and can recognize it in the field.  

 
 
5.3b Appreciation of birds 

 
In order to check which of the five species was more appreciated in each country and to 
assess if similar patterns exist we attempted a rank among the participants. We tried this by 
asking people to rate each species from 1 to 5 [ 1= I really don't like it, 2= I don’t like it, 
3=Neutral, 4= I like it, 5= I really like it] (Figure 5).   
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Figure 5: Average scores of birds that people like or dislike in different countries. 

 
Our results show that participants in the study mostly like Egyptian vultures, vultures and 
storks and less eagles and ravens/crows.  
 
In Turkey people appreciated positively vultures (27 answers, 60%) and Egyptian vultures 
(32 answers, 71%) cleaning services; they also mentioned bird characteristics, e.g. 
impressive size and in the case of the Egyptian vulture, the black and white colours (two and 
three answers respectively), while two participants mention vultures’ conservation status that 
attracts researchers in their area. Participants also like storks because they seem harmless and 
useful as they clean from mice, pests and grasshoppers and furthermore because they are 
migrants and also familiar as they appear in books and nest in human settlements. Participants 
like eagles because they eat snakes, but they also dislike them because they are a threat for 
young animals and poultry. They characterized them both (ravens and eagles) as strong or 
ugly. Finally, they call ravens “monster’s bells” as they connect their presence with wolves. 
They consider them as messengers, listen to the sound they make because it indicates the 
presence of a wolf. Moreover, they consider them as nature cleaners and they characterize 
them as clever. Even if a few negative appreciations were indeed recorded mostly for crows 
(i.e. “It is of no use. It follows people and when it comes inside it eats your bread, egg and 
soap”), most of them are positive.  
 
In Syria most people consider storks as beautiful, while few (five statements) refer to their 
role in the ecosystem. Ravens and crows are referred to as a bad omen and ugly (10 
statements), few recognize their role in the ecosystem (six statements) and one said that they 
negatively affect farms. Interestingly few participants recognized eagles, griffons and 
Egyptian vultures’ role in the ecosystem, while the majority used the word “proud” to 
rationalize high ranking. Furthermore, eagles and vultures were characterized as useful 
because they control rodents. 
 
In Jordan from the 28 participants in the study 21 characterized storks as beautiful and they 
especially appreciated watching their flocks during migration. Moreover, they mentioned 
them as game birds (7), rare (3) and 1 referred to their role in environmental balance. Ravens 
were considered as bad omens (4), noisy (1) and with remedial uses (1). Eagles were 
characterized as strong (3), smart (1) and beautiful (1). Griffons were characterized as rare 
(3), strong (1) and beautiful (1) and Egyptian vultures as rare and globally threaten with 
extinction (5), environmental cleaners (4) and valuable for taxidermy (1). 
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In Niger people valued storks because they announce the start of the rainy season and they 
are effective against locusts. They characterized crows and ravens as harmful and they 
disliked them as they see them as a sign of bad luck: for instance, a bird nesting in a field is 
seen as a presage that the field will not produce anything; in addition, it is believed that they 
steal everything. They disliked also eagles because they eat/steal poultry, however they also 
appreciate them because they see them eating insects in the fields (most probably the word 
“eagles” refer to big raptors). They believe it is an honour to see vultures because it does not 
happen often. Vultures are seen as cleaning and sanitation agents, “Vultures act as a cleaning 
crew as they eat carcasses”. They can tell the difference between vultures and Egyptian vultures 
as the latter do not eat carcasses but defecation and waste around the villages and they are 
the ones seen at the slaughter house. Because vultures disappeared from their area and now 
are back, people like them because they are rare. Before vultures would eat all the dead 
animal carcasses, but due to the vulture’s low numbers there are many carcasses around. Thus, 
they are perceived positively because they are useful: by eating animal dead bodies, the smell 
does not bother anyone- they clean- it is good for the ecosystem equilibrium. 
 
In North Macedonia ravens were the most disliked birds since they are associated with 
death. The eagles can sometimes be considered as unwanted because people complain that 
they steal chickens. Participants in the study were not aware about different species of 
vultures and were rarely aware that the Egyptian vulture is a carrion eating species. 
 
In Greece people recognize vultures as harmless and useful birds and were aware of the 
cleaning services they offer to ecosystems. A small percentage confused vultures with other 
predators and thought that vultures prey on rodents and reptiles. Participants from the region 
of Dadia, where a vulture restaurant operates for more than 30 years were much more 
familiar with vulture species. 
 
In Bulgaria the communication campaign about the Egyptian vulture had as a result the 
species to be considered as a symbol of the city of Madzharovo and a source of pride for the 
locals who present the species as “the pride of the region” to “strangers” (the research team 
from Sofia). The successful communication campaign in Madzharovo provoked the feeling of 
envy amongst the population of others similar areas. Generally, in Bulgaria nature is perceived 
only as a means of making a living for the local population. The definition “natural sanitarians” 
and "scavenger and "nature's doctor" associations is an integral part of the attitude of the 
local population concerning vultures. 
 
5.4 Vultures’ population trends and threats for the species 
 
With the question “Vulture numbers are the same now as in the past? If no, why do you think 
their numbers have changed?” we would like to understand if locals are aware or have 
observed differences in vultures’ numbers between past and present and in the case of 
declines the associated reasons for these (Table 5). 

 
In Turkey 41 of the 45 participants in the study knew that vultures’ numbers have changed 
(i.e. “There were more in the past, 250-300 vultures would come to a carcass, now only 30-40 
vultures come”, “Now there are only few. In 1968 and 1970 there were more”). Hunting is blamed 
as the main cause of decline (“Hunters shoot them for entertainment. They use them as dartboard 
in the air”), followed by declines in animal husbandry and the consequences of exposure to 
carcasses treated with medicines or poisoned by toxics (“Animals are given medication and they 
die. Vultures eat the animals and they die too. They die because of toxics and medicines”). 
 
In Syria all participants recognize that vulture numbers have changed. Hunting is mentioned 
by all participants as the main cause of decline. 
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In Jordan almost half people knew that vulture numbers have changed (13), six persons argue 
that the numbers remain the same, while six do not know. Habitat degradation and poisoning 
are mentioned by the same people as threats for vulture populations. 
 
In N. Macedonia interviewees agreed that vulture populations have either disappeared or 
have been reduced to a few individuals. Their opinion on the threats is either because there is 
no food for them since livestock is disappearing, or because of poisoning. The majority of 
locals were aware that people use poison baits, even there were cases where the person 
admitted or even bragged about having used poison in the past. Generally, the farmers did 
not want to talk about the chemicals they use or said that they don’t remember the names of 
the pesticides they use. The people that openly talked about the pesticides admitted that 
they had seen poisoned animals near their crops. The interviewees didn’t want to talk about 
poaching, and the only ones that would talk about that were the people that used to (or still 
do) poach. Killing vultures is not common yet a few people admitted that they had at least 
once killed an eagle or a vulture without any good reason. 

 
In Albania all interviewees answered that Egyptian vultures are either extinct or too few and 
their numbers are decreasing in the country. In general, people have nothing against vultures. 
Many of them answered that they know that they are useful animals and natural cleaners. 
Also, many respondents mentioned “illegal hunting” as the main threat for vultures, followed 
by poisoning and the lack of food. On the other hand, a considerable number of respondents 
(35%) were not aware or could not mention any threat for the vultures in their area.  
Regarding the poisoning, 34% of the respondents mentioned that they had heard that it is 
practiced in the area, although almost no one from the interviewees admitted to practice.   
 
In Niger all participants recognize that vulture numbers have changed: “Before vultures would 
eat all the carcasses of dead animals, now there are lots of carcasses around”. Illegal killing of 
birds in Niger started to be investigated before the implementation of the Egyptian vulture New 
Life project as cases had already been reported, thus being considered as the main threat in 
the country. Surveys in markets revealed that from the seven stands selling products used in 
belief-based practices, vulture parts were actually found in six of them, while three were 
selling products described as coming specifically from Egyptian vultures. 
 
In Greece most of the participants knew or at least assumed that the Egyptian vulture is 
threatened. However, many participants had not understood that the Egyptian vulture was a 
globally endangered species before 2016. That poisoned baits are a cause of the decline of 
Egyptian vulture populations was mentioned by less than half of the participants. Even fewer 
knew the threats posed by illegal hunting, the lack of food due to the reduction of extensive 
livestock production and the collection of dead animals from the countryside in accordance 
with EU regulations, problems that the species face in Africa or during migration and 
degradation of its habitat. With regard to measures that could help the species, the 
participants referred to specific conservation actions of which they were aware that are 
already implemented (though without success so far as they said). Participants believed that 
conservation groups should invest mainly in information campaigns and public awareness, that 
actions should continue after the end of the Life project, that the implementation of 
legislation concerning poaching and illegal poisoned baits is crucial, as well as the 
implementation of feeding stations for the species and indirectly the support of traditional 
animal husbandry.  
 
In Bulgaria participants mentioned measures that could limit the decline: operation of 
feeding places for vultures and creation of a specific protocol in case a farm animal gets 
killed by a wild animal. Most local people thought that all measures (including operation of 
the feeding places and the specific procedure for handling a dead farm animal) are 
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environmentalist's jobs, not theirs. Regulating the operation of wind power plans, 
hydroelectric power plans and insulating power lines high voltage towers could also help the 
species. 
 
 

Table 5. Threats mentioned by participants in the study (their numbers appear in parenthesis). 

Mentioned 
threats  

Turkey 
(45) 

Syria 
(40)  

Jordan 
(28) 

N. 
Mace-
donia 
(42) 

Albania 
(40) 

Niger 
(13) 

Nigeria 
(3) 

Bulgari
a (49) 

Greece 
(87) 

Total 
 
(347) 

% 

Hunting/ 
Poaching 

11 40  X X 6 3 X 33 93
27

Poison baits 3 16 X X 10 X 47 76 13
Decline of 
extended 
animal 
husbandry & 
changes in 
carrions’ 
management 

8  X X 2 35 45

4
Habitat loss, 
degradation, 
desertificati
on 

1 1 17 X 11 30

22
Climate 
change or 
natural 
disasters 

1 13  6 20

7
Pesticides, 
pollution 

3  21 24
9

Use in belief 
based 
practices 

  11 3  14

3
Problems in 
the flyway 
and winter 
grounds 

  13 3

0
Disturbance 
in 
nesting/rusti
ng sites 

1  9 10

6
Ignorance 
about 
species / 
human 
irresponsibil
ity value 

  X 4 4

4
Electrocutio
n collision 

 1  1
1

I do not 
know 

  10 12 21 43
12

 
 

5.5 Perceptions about raptors and carrion eating birds  
 

For this question we also attempted a rank among the participants to check perceptions about 
raptors and carrion eaters in different countries We tried this asking people to mark his/her 
personal perception from 1 to 5 [ 1= very negatively to 5=very positively]. Results from five 
countries appear in the graph (Figure 6), while data from rest countries are described in the 
text. 
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Figure 6: Perceptions for carrion eating birds in different countries. 

 
In Turkey, most of people recognized vultures cleaning ecosystem service (32 answers), 10 
participants thought positively because they think on them as harmless creatures, while there 
was one answer referring to birdwatching.  
 
In Syria all participants recognized that carrion eaters offer cleaning services and few also 
mentioned that they reduce the number of carcasses and diseases. 
 
In Jordan seven participants recognized that carrion eaters offer cleaning services, but the 
other 21 participants replied that “the local communities in this area not care about them”.  
 
In Niger, some participants think positively about carrion eating birds because they are useful: 
“they clean”, “they are perceived positively because they are useful: by eating animal carcasses, the 
smell does not bother anyone- they clean- it is good for the ecosystem equilibrium”, “they can help 
find a dead animal- if it is your animal they will help find it and then you don't need to spend time 
looking for it”. Negative statements were generic or they were associated with death and loss 
of animals: “Seeing vultures means there is a dead animal around, so they bring bad news- that the 
person has lost an animal”. Moreover, other people said they perceived them negatively but did 
not explain why 
 
In Albania, half of the respondents did not know the role of vultures in the ecosystem and they 
could not tell if vultures are beneficial or harmful for them. On the other hand, around 35% of 
the rest of the respondents mentioned that vultures are beneficial as they clean the dead 
carcasses and only 15% of the respondents believe that vultures are harmful as they associate 
them with eagles and buzzard which sometimes hunt on their livestock and poultry. None of the 
respondents knew or believed that there could be any potential touristic activity related to 
vultures. Most of the people were not aware about the status and importance of vultures 
 
In N. Macedonia most participants did not have an opinion. From those who did, positive 
reactions were commonest than negative ones. 

 
In Greece 2/3 of the informants (2012 = 27, 2014 = 31, 2016 = 33) characterized the role 
of vultures in the ecosystem necessary, important or useful, as the vultures clean the 
environment by eating the carrion and thus constitute an important part of the ecosystem. 
Fewer said that because they are at the top of the food chain they contribute to the 
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preservation of ecosystem equilibrium (2012 = 13, 2014 = 8, 2016 = 8). However, some of 
them do not seem to distinguish the vultures from the other predators, as they mention that 
vultures feed on snakes and rodents or that they "attack small goats".  Most informants agreed 
that vultures are particularly useful and that people benefit from their services, as scavengers, 
as they clean the place of carrion and thus contribute to the non-proliferation of diseases. On 
the other hand, only people from Dadia National Park talked about direct economic benefits 
related mainly to tourism development because of the use of vultures as a visitor attraction and 
an opportunity for environmental education and recreational activities.  
 
Referring to raptors the image is slightly different: 
 
In Turkey, most participants expressed positive feelings for raptors because of their role to 
control reptiles and rodents (33 participants ranked them with 4 or 5), however there were 
also negative statements (11 participants ranked them (with 1 or 2) because of attacks to 
sheep, lambs (most probably having in mind the golden eagle), chicken, pigeons or rabbits (“It 
is not beloved because it's dangerous. It goes away as soon as it takes lambs. It has very strong legs 
that can carry a lot”). 
 
In Syria all participants ranked them with a 5 as they stated that they control snakes and 
rodents. 
 
In Jordan 11 participants recognized that raptors offer cleaning services, four admired them 
as beautiful, while the rest of 17 participants replied that: “the local communities in this area not 
care about them”. Results are similar with answers about carrion eaters, however there we have 
no references to birds’ beauty. 
 
In Niger raptors were perceived very “negatively because they steal chicks” or on the contrary 
very “positively for the destructive insects they eat”. 
 
In Albania locals seemed to like raptor birds but sometimes there was conflict since raptor 
birds can cause damage to domestic animals.  
 
 

5.6 Place names related to the Egyptian vulture 
 

As place names often indicate past species distributions of common in the past but currently 
endangered species (Evans et al. 2012) we attempted to record place names related to the 
Egyptian vultures.  Such kind of information is of importance locally in order to reveal old 
territories, roosting or nesting sites. We already knew that in Greece Egyptian vulture place 
names, contrary to eagles or other vulture species are very rare, because of the birds’ habit of 
nesting close to shepherd’s huts and settlements, areas already with a multitude of other names 
(Stara et al. 2015).  
 
The survey provided few results which were related not only to the Egyptian vulture but to 
other bird species too. 
 
In Turkey 36 people mentioned places related to the species (or other bird species), however 
sometimes so abstract as mountains such as the Bolkar mountains (a mountain range situated in 
the middle part of the Taurus mountains) or Taurus Mountains (Turkish: Toros Dağları), 
a mountain complex in southern Turkey that separates the Mediterranean coastal region of 
southern Turkey from the central Anatolian Plateau. There also provided detailed information 
of local importance: “He has a fold near to a vulture’s nest. The location where the nest is is called 
Vulture. Also shepherds living in that region started to use this name”, “A valley where golden eagles 
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live in plenty of numbers is called 'karaguz'. In the same region there is a location called 'bird hill'”. 
 
In North Macedonia, researchers discovered a place called Kanya (Egyptian vulture) near 
Drenovo and places named Orlov kamen (Eagle’s rock) in a few other places.  
 
In Bulgaria there is a place near Madzharovo that is named after the Egyptian vulture "Ak Baba 
Tepe". It literally means "White father". The locals assume that it comes from "protector". 

 
 

5.7 Egyptian vulture’s folk names  
 
The Egyptian vulture owes its English name to its appearance in the hieroglyphs of ancient 
Egypt where it symbolizes the letter “A”. Sacred and protected by the Pharaohs, it is also 
known as Pharaoh’s hen or Pharaoh’s chicken. Both terms describe the Egyptian vulture 
(Neophron percnopterus).  The first to this term appears in 1755, in a translation from the 
French (itself after Arabic) in Frederik Ludvig Norden’s Travels in Egypt and Nubia. A similar 
reference comes from the Journal of the Royal Geographic Society of London “This indigen of 
Africa and Arabia … is called khángá by the people, and dijájat Firaun (Pharaoh’s hen) by the Arabs 
of the Upper Nile.”5  
 
Its scientific name Neophron (literally childish in spirit) is associated with Greek mythology. 
According to this story, Zeus transformed two enemies, Aegypius and Neophron into vultures: 
the former became a Black Vulture, and the latter an Egyptian Vulture. However, other 
conceptualizations as expressed in local names can reveal the relationship between the 
Egyptian vulture and people (Table 6).  This is the reason we attempted to collect the species 
local names. In Greece during an extended study that lasted more than 20 years–which also 
included the study of bibliographical archives-, we managed to collect 109 names referring to 
the four vulture species that live in the country; 22 of which were associated to the Egyptian 
vulture (Stara et al. 2016). However only five of them where recorded in our interviews in 
2012-2016.  

 
Table 6. Common folk names for the Egyptian vulture. 

 

Country  Name Translation Description Source 

Albania Kali i qyqes  Cuckoo's Horse Kali means horse and i qyqes is of 
Cuckoo.  

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Albania Mjellbardha  White Flour Mjell means Flour and Bardha 
means white. 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Albania Larashi Skewbald Patchy. Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Albania Kobëza qyqe Something like 
the death 
cuckoo 

Kobë is an old Albanian word used 
for heavy misery or something that 
goes to dead things. In addition, 
the same word means also to steal, 
which would mean the "stealing 
cuckoo".  

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Albania Kobëza e bardhë Undefined Kobëza is related with a creature 
which goes to dead things or gives 
the indication or shows that 
something is dead whereas e 
bardhë means white. 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Albania Mertiçi Undefined No straight meaning or translation 
could be found for this name. 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

                                                      
5 https://www.chronicle.com/blogs/linguafranca/2012/09/14/winner-winner-chicken-dinner/ 



 

26 

 

Albania 

Gjypi 

Undefined 

Gjypi, is mostly related with Egypt. 
In Albania, Gjyp or Magjyp are 
used for people from the Roma 
communities.    

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

North 
Macedonia Кања Kanya 

The most frequently used local 
name for the EV. Probably the 
word is related to 
onomatopoeia/acoustic bird's 
image (kai-kai) and with a 
forgotten ceremonial song on bird's 
first sight every spring. 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE. For the 
etymology see 
Stara et al. 2015. 

North 
Macedonia бел орел White eagle Used by few 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

North 
Macedonia мал орел Small eagle Used by few 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Jordan Nesr Unknown 
Undefined Egyptian vulture new 

LIFE 

Jordan Al Hawwash Unknown 
Undefined Egyptian vulture new 

LIFE 

Jordan Rakhmah Unknown 
Undefined Egyptian vulture new 

LIFE 
Turkey ak kerkenez 

Unknown 

Kerkenez in Greek is the kestrel, 
e.g. Falco naumanni, F. tinnunculus  
(note of the editor) 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE  

Turkey ak kerkez
Unknown 

Undefined Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Turkey ak kerkez ve ayran 
kerkezi \ renginden 
dolayı Unknown 

Undefined Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Turkey Akbaba White father Literally white father, because it 
rescued Muhammad from the claws 
of the golden eagle. To express his 
gratitude, the prophet gave it 
eternal life and endowed it with its 
white plumage. The name is also 
used in parts of Greece and 
Bulgaria. 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE For the 
etymology see 
Stara et al. 2015, 
http://www.rigelati
n.net/vulture/ 
 

Turkey Ayran kerkezi Unknown Undefined Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Turkey Hacı baba Unknown Undefined Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Turkey Kara kuş Unknown Black bird (note of the editor) Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Turkey Anna  Unknown Undefined Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Syria Nssr Same as for 
griffon vulture 
and eagle 

Undefined Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Nigeria Ungulu  White vulture Also Angulu Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Nigeria Udele  Unknown For all vultures Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Niger Boulou kourté White vulture Because of its color. Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE 

Greece Alogo tou kúku, 
Kukálogo, 
Alogókuko 

Cuckoo's horse Because it brings lazy cuckoos and 
along them Spring to the Greek 
mountains. 

LIFE project “The 
Return of the 
Neophron” to other 
countries 

Greece Chelonás, 
Chelonofáis 

Turtle eater Because of its habit to feed on 
turtles. 

LIFE project “The 
Return of the 
Neophron”  

Greece Ornio Vulture Generic for all vultures. LIFE project “The 
Return of the 
Neophron”  
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Greece Gypaetós Bearded vulture Generic for vultures/raptors. LIFE project “The 
Return of the 
Neophron”  

Greece Aspro kartáli White vulture Because of its color. LIFE project “The 
Return of the 
Neophron 

Greece Asprooxyá White bearded
vulture 

People in Corfu used to call the 
griffon vulture oxyá. However, in 
other places in central/west 
Greece this is the local name for 
the bearded  vulture . 

Egyptian vulture new 
LIFE (2018), Giannis 
Gasteratos, pers. 
Com. 14.11.2018 

Greece Aspropáris  White small 
vulture 

This is the name that scientists and 
researchers use.  

LIFE project “The 
Return of the 
Neophron 

 
In Albania the word “Vulture” or “Shkabë” in Albanian is mostly associated with “eagles”, but 
informants know that “this kind of eagle feeds mostly on carcasses”. Few respondents (11%) 
mentioned that the word “vulture” means just a kind of bird for them, but they could not 
mention any characteristic. Few others (11%) associate the word “vulture” with the griffon 
vulture as the griffon vulture in Albanian is called simply “Shkabë” like the whole group of 
vultures. Other respondents (15%) were associating the vultures with the birds of prey, which 
also attack the lambs in their herds, very few respondents associate the word vulture with 
falcons and three respondents did not know at all what the word “vulture” means. Similarly, in 
Greece the overall confusion between eagles and vultures, both in classical texts and in modern 
spoken language is characteristic. Following the rule of similarity, all large raptors can be called 
“aetós” (eagle). Additionally, under the rule of affinity, species are grouped based on 
communal presence, habitat and behaviour. Thus, griffon vultures are considered immature 
eagles in western Greece, while even the raven, because of its scavenging, is locally called 
vulture (Stara et al. 2015). The same seems to be the case also in the rest countries.  
 
Local names also reveal attitudes towards raptors, e.g. skanítes, meaning filthy, is a negatively 
charged name that refers to all vultures except the bearded. Similarly, the term Kobë is an old 
Albanian word used for heavy misery or something that goes to dead things. In addition, the 
same word means also to steal; thus Kobëza e  bardhë could also mean the "stealing cuckoo".  
Moreover, cuckoos’ horse for the Egyptian vulture is related in Greece and Albania with the 
bird’s migratory habit and classifies it locally with emblematic migratory birds (Stara et al. 
2014). For the same reason the bird is also called Easter’s horse in Epirus, Greece and 
Pasqualino in South Italy6 as the appearance of this species marks the arrival of spring and the 
Easter. In India new conceptualizations emerge because of the ecosystem services that 
vultures provide and which they are very much appreciated, so it has been proposed the 
Egyptian vulture to renamed to “the sanitary worker”7. 
 
There is a procedure according to which when knowledge about species starts to disappear 
first we lose detailed knowledge and then the ability to recognise the species or to relate it 
with a name. In North Macedonia, although almost everyone was aware of the local name 
kanya for the Egyptian vulture, rarely could they recognize the bird in the photo. The griffon 
vulture on the other hand was easily recognizable.  

 
 

5.8 Child games or children’s short poems related to the Egyptian vultures 
 
Egyptian vultures are conceptualized as a herald of spring in Balkan countries. In NW Greece 
locals call Egyptian vultures cuckoo’s horses believing that they carry lazy cuckoos from Africa 

                                                      
6 https://www.lifegyptianvulture.it/en/the-egyptian-vulture  
7 B. Meenakshi Sundaram, in a newspaper from India provided by Stephen Oppel 
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on their backs in the spring. The first sight of Egyptian vultures is a good omen regarding good 
health, success, and productivity in several areas and it is often accompanied with passage 
rituals children’s carols that are sung on first sight describing Egyptian vulture as friendly horse 
that brings Easter presents to the children: colorful socks and new shoes. I.e. “Here comes the 
cuckoos ‘horse, with a saddle, with red shoes and green bridles”, recorded in 2006 in Zagori region, 
NW Greece (Stara et al., 2014). No such information was found in the rest of the surveyed 
countries. 
 
5.9 Art related to the Egyptian vulture 
 
The Egyptian vulture was a well-known symbol in the ancient world, with its most emblematic 
use in the hieroglyphs of ancient Egypt, where it also was the symbol for the letter “A”. The 
Egyptians believed that vultures were all females and that they were born without the 
intervention of males –parthenogenesis-. This is why vultures symbolized purity and 
motherhood, but also the eternal cycle of death and rebirth for their ability to transform the 
“death” they feed on – i.e. carrion and waste – into life8. However, except from some similar 
information from Turkey referring to other species no information about vultures and art could 
be collected during this study. 
 

 
5.10 Belief-based practices and magic powers related to birds - Rituals and 
magic ceremonies 
 
Owing to the existing suspicions that belief-based practices could be a significant threat for the 
Egyptian species in particular countries in Africa, a different methodology was followed in 
Niger and Nigeria. Information was collected through special market visits, focus group 
discussions and interviews focused only on this subject. This effort provided specific data that 
is presented separately in this subchapter.  
 
Our research revealed much evidence of the use of vulture parts in rituals and magic 
ceremonies in Niger and Nigeria. As resulted from focus group meetings and interviews with 
traditional healers or traders who sell plant and animal products in the market, black magic is 
associated with the use of feces mixed with millet seeds, eggs or parts of the bird’s body. 
Different parts are believed to magically heal different illnesses and bad energies, protecting at 
the same time the beneficiary.  E.g. nest contents are used against jinxes and bad spells; 
grinded eyes are used for a good long distance vision, in case of eyes illness, etc.  
 
All the markets visited were traditional street markets where researchers looked for stands 
selling animal parts, as proper fetishist markets cannot be found in this area. In total four 
markets were visited in 2018, with one or few targeted stands in each, depending on the size 
of the market. The process to gather information was always the same. The team members 
would speak to the seller in Haoussa and would ask him if he would agree to answer some 
questions and allow the team to take pictures. Most people approached agreed to both. In 
total, seven stands were found selling animal parts intended for belief-based practices, while 
actual vulture parts were found in six of them. Out of them, three were selling products 
described as coming from Egyptian vultures: two wings and one foot. The parts seemed 
considerably old. It is important to note that the parts identified as Egyptian vulture parts could 
not always be validated, as the sellers themselves didn’t have enough knowledge on birds or 
were reluctant to tell the truth. All sellers agreed that Egyptian vultures were very hard to find 
nowadays, but would sell it if they could get one.  Most of the sellers were also hunters and/or 
healers. Some of them admitted hunting vultures themselves, while others relied on other 
hunters for supply. The intensity of vulture poaching for use in belief-based practice varies from 

                                                      
8 https://www.lifegyptianvulture.it/en/the-egyptian-vulture  
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one place to another. Nevertheless, in all cases Nigeria was mentioned as a key piece in the 
illegal killing puzzle: As resulting from field work in Africa, Nigerians have been identified as 
important poachers and users of vulture parts for belief-based practices, while export to 
Nigeria is one of the main motivations of illegal killing of vultures in Niger.  
  
From this part of the research we can conclude that illegal killing is widely known to be 
happening and is even sometimes assimilated to vulture decline. The main motivations within 
Niger for illegal killing are money and belief-based practices, varying slightly from a place to 
another. As a response to that, the only action that has been registered is the mobilization of 
the traditional authorities at different level in the region of Zinder in Niger sultanate, which 
forbidden any hunt in its region and ask people to report to authorities, or village chief such 
cases. This seems to have an effect on people as traditional rulers are still very respected. Also 
based on the information collected three main fields of actions have been identified: (1) 
deepen the subject on traditional healing, (2) collaborate with traditional chiefs to promote 
sensitization on poaching and (3) strengthen the controls by raising awareness among the 
relevant authorities. Illegal killing was the only threat on which we could find evidences (oral or 
direct proofs such as carcasses) and the only cause of death that is known and makes sense to 
people. As a result, we do consider it as the main threat that needs to be tackled.  

 
During fieldwork we had also the opportunity of an interview with a 89 year old healer from 
Nigeria who uses vulture parts. The interview was realized through the healer’s nephew who 
was in Greece for a summer school. According to the interview, the most common vulture 
species are grey with blackish back, without been able to identify the species (most probably he 
refers to the common Ruppell’s vulture). Traditional healers use traps with meat to catch the 
birds, mostly from cows. The bird should come freely to the healer and this is the reason that 
they never shoot them, because if they will do so then the vultures’ supernatural power (juju)  is 
very weak. This rule is only applied if the bird is to be used in magic healing practices. If the 
bird is designated for food they can also shoot it; poor people in Nigeria use vultures as a 
source for white meat. Before killing the vulture, the healer prays and asks the spirit of the bird 
for permission to take its life and use it to save another’s’ life. Vulture parts are sold in a 
special part in the back of the market. People do not consider the use of vultures parts in 
healing/ magic powers as illegal and the practice seems very widespread in Nigeria. The healer 
uses the part of the vultures that needs and he should bury the rest in the foot of a tree, mostly 
an old tree which is protected by cutting through taboos and he should tell some prayers so as 
the tree and the bird spirits to coexist in harmony in eternity. 
 
Such practices are based in believing in Juju. Juju is a spiritual belief system incorporating 
objects, such as amulets, and spells used in religious practices, as part of witchcraft in West 
Africa. The term has been applied to traditional African religions. The term juju means also 
"energy" i.e. good juju and bad juju (good/bad energy). It is sometimes used to enforce a 
contract or ensure compliance. In a typical scenario, the witch doctor casting the spell requires 
a payment for this service. Contrary to common belief, vodun is not related to juju, despite the 
linguistic and spiritual similarities. Juju has acquired some karmic attributes recently: good juju 
can stem from almost any good deed; bad juju can be spread just as easily. These ideas revolve 
around the luck and fortune portions of juju. The use of juju to describe an object usually 
involves small items worn or carried; these generally contain medicines produced by witch 
doctors. The term "juju" is commonly used to refer to the feeling of something. For example, if 
a person feels offset by an object or place, they would say that the object or place has "bad 
juju”9. Investigating more juju and the use of vultures in Nigeria we found a recent article 
(2018) in the media in which scientists accuse Nigerian politicians of using vulture eggs to 
make juju. Professor Edem Eniang, associate professor of the department of Forestry and 
Natural environmental management at the University of Uyo (UNIUYO), Akwa Ibom states that 

                                                      
9 https://www.britannica.com/topic/juju-magic, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Juju 
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the high demand for vulture eggs among Nigerian politicians for preparation of voodoo to win 
elections now makes vultures an endangered species. A trader at Akparandem Market, Uyo, 
who trades in birds, Madam Etiowuwan Imoh, says an egg of a vulture costs over N1 million 
because of soaring demand. Bird scientists have accused fetish politicians who allegedly use 
vulture eggs in making charms for election purposes of threatening the existence of the birds. 
As it is, the existence of the vulture is greatly threatened, as Nigerian politicians hunt 
desperately for its eggs. Politicians hire community youths to hunt for the eggs by climbing very 
high Iroko trees in the midnight to get the eggs for them10. According to other sources based 
on information gathered by traditional healers in Zimbabwe, there has been a notable increase 
in the number of punters that are visiting healers seeking juju to correctly predict sports results 
and win bets, among them the national lottery. Juju made from vulture body parts is believed to 
be a source of clairvoyant powers, foresight and it is widely believed that increases 
intelligence. By nature, vultures have acute vision and can easily find prey, traits that fuel the 
belief that they possess clairvoyant powers. Traditional healers say vulture brains are dried and 
rolled into a cigarette. However, Sekuru Chisanyu, a traditional healer and president of the 
Zimbabwe National Practitioner Association (ZINPA) said apart from the vulture, the 
traditional healing practice itself is threatened by extinction and other threats rather rituals put 
in danged biodiversity. Furthermore, in South Africa, it was reported that there was great 
demand for vulture brains that were used for traditional medicine during the 2010 FIFA World 
Cup. Vultures’ brains and other body parts were openly sold on street markets and in shops. The 
vultures had been poached from protected areas. The birds were killed using shotguns, poisons 
or traps. According to an online report, it is estimated that 1.250 vulture traders, hunters and 
traditional healers in eastern South Africa are involved in the vulture trade. It is estimated that 
160 vultures are sold per annum in eastern South Africa, with some 59,000 people having 
consumed the bird’s body parts11. 
  
In the table below (Table 7) we list all different uses mentioned in interviews and focus groups 
and collected during fieldwork. As in other relevant studies the majority of listed treatments 
are related to spiritual ailments, especially for the protection against evil spirits and demons, 
and can thus not realistically be scientifically screened inhibiting the ability to prescribe 
alternative medicines (Nieman et al. 2019). 

 
Table 7. Uses of vulture-parts for belief-based practices as collected during fieldwork.  

 
Country Bird species Bird part Magical/spiritual ailment Medical 

ailment 
Niger There is a high demand for the 

hooded vulture, they use every 
single part of the bird but now it 
is very hard to find it in the area. 
Egyptian vultures are not used in 
traditional healing in this region 
because they are not present 

Feathers or 
other parts 

Against evil spirits  

Niger Vultures, many species  Head To get rich forever, or used 
against someone to make him 
to leave a place  

  

Niger Egyptian vulture Nest: Powder 
made of nest 
elements 
smashed and 
mixed with 
other items 
(i.e. hyena 
bones)  

Used against jinxes and bad 
spells and to keep bad spirits 
away. They put the mixture 
on hot coals and stand so 
that the smoke will envelop 
them 

  

Niger Ruppell's vulture. Also all parts of Meat/Fat Against 

                                                      
10 Naij.com 
11 The Sunday mail 2016 
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Egyptian vultures can be used rheumatism, 
used  as a 
balm 

Niger Ruppell’s vulture. Also all parts of 
Egyptian vultures can be used 

Feathers Put together with sheep skin 
and wrapped with a plant, it 
constitutes an amulet that 
can be placed under the bed 
on Sunday; It will act against 
all persons trying to get in the 
room without being invited 

 

Niger 
 

Ruppell’s vulture. Also all parts of 
Egyptian vultures can be used 

Meat, bones, 
feathers, 
excrements 

Used to keep bad spirit away. 
They put the mixture on hot 
coals and stand so that the 
smoke will envelop them  
 

 

Niger Egyptian vulture Head Used as an amulet, around 
the neck like a necklace, to 
confront someone- it gives 
strength 

 

Niger Vultures, many species Faeces are 
mixed with 
millet seed 

 

Niger Vultures, many species Grinded eyes They are used 
for a good 
long distance 
vision, in case 
of eyes illness

Niger Vultures, many species Nerves Black magic  
Nigeria Vultures, many species Blood They spread the blood of a 

fresh killed vulture to the 
house with a feather in order 
to protect it from evil spirits 

 

Nigeria Vultures, many species Feathers They hold vulture feathers in 
house, business, shops’ 
entrances to keep evil spirits 
and bad energies of enemies 
away, or even in the car in 
order to avoid accidents 

 

Nigeria Vultures, many species Feathers The wear feathers, that 
symbolize instinctual power 
and knowledge in their waist 
as an amulet that protects 
against enemies’ or 
antagonists’ bad energy. The 
amulet should be invisible 
from the antagonist, 
otherwise the practitioner 
should replace it with a 
stronger one 

 

Nigeria Vultures, many species The head The head is cut, dried in the 
sun and it is displayed in a 
prominent position in the 
house where it serves as 
decoration that reminds to 
visitors the power of its spirit 

 

Nigeria Vultures, many species Bones The bones crashed and mixed 
with herbs is placed in one’s 
pocket and helps to gain your 
debater in a discussion.  Such 
a way you can easily convince 
other and achieve your aims. 

 

 
It seems that all vulture species can be used and there is not a demand for Egyptian vultures 
specifically. According to one of the interviewees some wildlife traders had a whole carcass of 
an Egyptian vulture but sold most of it- including the head and meat three days prior to the 
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interview in another marketAccording to another the demand the demand for Egyptian vultures 
in Niger is as high as in Nigeria. However, no one had ever asked him for a whole carcass - but 
only for two or three feathers, meat or head. On the contrary, in Nigeria buyers are interested 
in whole carcasses. Lastly, as mentioned by one of our informants from Niger they have started 
using alternatives as Egyptian vultures can't be found easily anymore. 
 
Apart from Africa, similar information on belief-based practices concerning not vultures but 
wolves and ravens has been revealed in the interviews from Turkey: “In some places, ravens are 
hunted and eaten”, “Raven’s liver gets dried and salted, and fed to goats and sheep”, “Raven’s liver 
gets dried, beaten with salt and fed to animals. It heals liver sickness”, “It's not about birds but we've 
learnt from elders that when a sickness called 'bohça hastalığı' occurs in animals dried and salted 
wolf's liver helps”. Finally, while most participants from Syria replied “I do not know” to this 
particular question, six of them said: “I heard something about this from elders but I do not 
remember”. 

 
 
 

6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

About birds in general 
When asked about birds people mention game species (doves and partridges), migratory 
species (storks), impressive and beautiful species (pelicans, egrets, bee-eaters), raptors 
(eagles) and vultures. 
 
When referring to values related to specific birds or groups of birds (e.g. game birds, migrants) 
the answers could be grouped into use values (use of birds as food, medicine or to accomplish 
ecosystem services, i.e. vultures are most often being valued as nature’s cleaners), or intangible 
values such as aesthetic, spiritual, historical, symbolic etc. Our results showed that birds are 
highly appreciated as beautiful and for creating strong emotions in people, and less for their 
use. On the contrary to other values, cultural values are rarely mentioned. People associate 
birds mostly with beauty and emotions; they appreciate their song and way of flight and 
personal special moments related to birds’ memories. Use values associated to birds include 
food (game birds), control of harmful organisms and for ecosystem cleaning services (vultures).  
 
Stories, beliefs and traditions related to birds help us to understand why people seem positive 
or negative to certain species and how these attitudes are related to culture.  Ravens and crows 
are a good example. 

 
Comparing Egyptian vultures with other birds 
 
Ranking of a specific species/group (namely the Egyptian vulture, the eagle, the vulture, the 
stork and the raven/crow) showed that people mostly like Egyptian vultures, vultures and storks 
and less eagles and ravens/crows. Sometimes the eagle function as a representative of all 
raptors. 
 
Storks are characterized as harmless and useful because they clean from mice, pests and 
locusts. Storks are beautiful and people especially appreciate watching their flocks during 
migration. Storks are familiar as they appear in books and nest in human settlements. In Africa 
people value them because they announce the start of the rainy season and in the Balkans 
because they announce spring time.  
 
People appreciate raptors role to control reptiles, insects and rodents. Negative statements are 
related with attacks to livestock, chicken, pigeons or rabbits. People identified the eagle as the 
most dangerous raptor.  
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Ravens and crows are associated with death. In a story from the Muslim tradition (same as the 
Hebrew Bible narrative) the first two sons of Adam and Eve are Qabeel and Habbel. When 
Qabeel kills his brother, Allah sends two crows the one of which kills the other and after dugs a 
grave for it teaching Qabeel how to bury his Habeel. Thus ravens/crows are referred as ugly 
and a bad omen.  
 
Similarly, the use of words has much to say about conceptualizations. E.g. when wolves are 
called monsters in Turkey the negative appreciation is easily understood. When the raven is 
called the monster’s bell we assume that it has the role of the messenger and mediator between 
the wildlife and people.  It has two opposing roles: Positive because it informs the shepherd 
that a wolf is getting near the flock giving a sound to the invisible, and negative because the 
news that it brings are not good.  Again the association with death is obvious. 
 
Vultures 
 
Vultures and Egyptian vultures are appreciated mostly for the cleaning services they offer. In all 
countries most people are aware of vultures cleaning services and characterize them as 
harmless creatures. The idea of direct economic benefits related mainly to tourism 
development because of the use of vultures as a visitor attraction is mentioned by very few in 
most countries. 
 
Vultures and Egyptian vultures are also appreciated for their conservation status that attracts 
researchers. In all countries except Jordan people know that vulture numbers are declining and 
Egyptian vultures are either extinct or too few. Rarity of vultures makes them valuable. In Niger 
people believe that it is an honor to see vultures because it does not happen often.  
 
Many people are not aware of vultures’ role in the ecosystem. Some confuse vultures with 
raptors believing that vultures prey on rodents and reptiles. In some countries the words vulture 
and eagle are used as synonyms. 
 
Past familiarity with vultures is revealed through personal stories: “Small vultures bring angora 
wool to their nests. When we were children we used to go to nests, collect angora wool and exchange it 
with biscuits in grocery store”.  
 
Different level of knowledge is observed in different countries. As a species disappears so does 
local knowledge. 
 
Relation of vultures with the supernatural and their role as mediator and messenger between 
different worlds is mentioned in the interviews. In Turkey people say: “Do you know how vultures 
can see that there is carcass behind mountains? There is a light that goes up from where carcass is, 
like a sparkle or shining. Vultures see that light and know that there is carcass and go there”. 
“Vultures know which animal will die. They turn around the animal before it dies”. 
 
Hunting (sometimes with no apparent justification) is blamed as the main cause for vultures’ 
decline, followed by the use of poison baits, declines of free-grazing animal husbandry and 
changes in carrion management. Habitat loss, degradation or desertification, climate change or 
natural disasters, pesticides, pollution, disturbance in nesting/roosting sites, ignorance about 
species, human irresponsibility and lastly electrocution and collision are also mentioned. In 
Africa use of vulture parts for belief-based practices dominated people’s answers. In the 
Balkans problems in the flyway and winter grounds are mentioned. Some of the participants 
failed to list reasons for declining.  
 
In Niger and Nigeria the use of vulture parts in rituals and magic ceremonies seems widespread.   
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Demand for Egyptian vultures in particular was recorded as being rather rare. 
 
In general, people value vultures positively. Negative feelings are associated with death and 
loss of animals. 
 
Place names often called ‘vultures” indicate past or current territories, roosting or nesting sites. 
Such kind of information is of importance locally in order to map past distribution patterns and 
have them in mind in reintroduction plans.  
 

 
The Egyptian Vulture 
 
The Egyptian vulture in the Balkans is often not recognized as a carrion eating species, except 
in areas where public awareness activities have taken place.  
 
In Jordan and Albania, the level of knowledge and awareness about the species seems lower 
that in the rest of countries. 
 
In Niger people can tell the difference between the Egyptian vultures and other vultures as the 
former do not eat carcasses, but waste around the villages and are the ones seen at slaughter 
houses.  
 
Egyptian vulture folk names can give a lot of information about the species. The word “white” 
that refers to the bird’s color seems to differentiate the Egyptian from other vulture species. 
The association of the Egyptian vulture with the spring is expressed by relevant names 
(cuckoo’s horse, Easter’s horse etc.) in the Balkans. 

 
 

Implementations-use of the results of this study for the public awareness materials 
about the Egyptian vulture 
 
This research was designed so as to reveal information that could help us design the LIFE 
project’s public awareness campaign for the conservation of the Egyptian vulture and vultures 
in general.  
 
The idea of this research was ambitious from the beginning. Researchers had no experience in 
ethnography, and for this reason we provided training through skype meetings. Moreover, field 
researchers had limited time in the researched areas, while ethnographic studies need much 
more time in the field and also more methods should be applied apart from questionnaires. I.e. 
in Niger the market survey gave us some very valuable additional data. Lastly language has been 
a barrier, as researches had to translate the questionnaire to their local languages and then all 
information back into English. However, we managed to overcome most difficulties and thus 
succeeded to have feedback on the Ethno-ornithology of the Egyptian vulture. As a result, we 
have some information that can guide us to design the public awareness campaign for this 
species. 
 
We have found that the level of knowledge about vultures is not the same in all countries. More 
importantly we found that as the Egyptian vulture disappears – a common bird in the past in 
rural areas-, so does the local knowledge that existed about the species. On the other hand, as 
vultures and especially the Egyptian vulture isappear people start to appreciate rarity as a new 
value for these birds. Thus, new conseptualizations about the species “mediated” through 
conservationists are needed in order to raise public awareness. The results from our previous 
studies in Greece and Bulgaria confirmed that the level of appreciation and value of the 
Egyptian vulture increases along with the awareness about the bird. Being approximately close 
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to nil in the first survey for the species in Greece and Bulgaria (2012), people showed a high 
level of recognition in the last survey (2016). 
 
People mostly appreciate birds’ beauty and emotions as a reaction of people to beauty and in 
the case of raptors people also value their strength and wild nature. However, designing a 
public awareness campaign for vultures is challenging. Vultures along with wildebeests, 
warthogs, hyenas and marabou storks are considered to be among the top-five ugly animals in 
Africa. Appreciation such as the one of Julia Donaldson’ book “The ugly five” (2019) can give 
ideas on how to deal with animals that have the fame of “unloved”12. Besides that, vultures are 
also presented as stupid, evil characters in stories and cartoons and are associated with 
negative emotions and poor cultural stereotypes (Morelli et al. 2015). Moreover, even today in 
dictionary definitions the vulture is mentioned as “a person of a vile and rapacious disposition” 
(Cocker 2013). Vultures image today faces also other challenges: Mass media often relate 
vultures to economic catastrophes expressed with phrases such as "vulture capitalist", "vulture 
funds" or “vulture culture” (Panagiotopoulou et al. 2018; Stara et al. 2016). 
  
On the contrary, vultures are today very highly appreciated as vulture cleaners. However, the 
ecosystem services they provide were not always appreciated in the same way. In the late 15th 
century, European explorers to Africa loathed vultures, as they likened them to the ‘gaunt 
ravenous harpies’ that were not allowing ‘noble animals’ (i.e. elephants) to die in peace (Mundy 
et al. 1992). Furthermore, the position of the cleaner is often associated with poor cultural 
stereotypes. I.e. in Socotra Island, in the Indian Ocean the Egyptian vulture that forages in 
dumps around villages and cities is recognized by island inhabitants as soeydu, which literally 
means “garbage bin” (Gangoso et al. 2013).  
 
Relation with death, after-death life and the supernatural is of key importance in order to 
understand the position of vultures in culture and their liminal placement between different 
worlds. This is the reason for the use of vulture parts in belief-based practices in Africa. 
However, such practices must be understood in their full context, having in mind that one 
phenomenon could have several possible contexts. In some places of Africa there are relatively 
few per capita western doctors available and locals often prefer traditional healers’ services, 
than those of “western” doctors (Nieman et al. 2019). Collaboration with traditional chiefs 
and local healers, who are esteemed members of such communities is essential so as to 
promote sensitization on poaching and probably use conservation friendly substitutes and not 
endanger species body parts. 
 
The Egyptian vulture has many advantages in comparison to the rest of vulture species. First of 
all, its white color that differentiates it from the “ugly” stereotype of rest vultures. Moreover, 
the Egyptian vulture stays culturally apart from rest scavenger Its cultural position at least in 
Balkan traditions -where ethnographic research about the species was much more detailed and 
long lasted- conceptualize the species not among vultures contrary to ravens and eagles that 
are strongly associated with carrion and thus vultures, but with beloved migrant birds: storks, 
swallows and cuckoos. What Egyptian vultures share in common with other vultures are the 
same threats. Furthermore, as Egyptian vultures are so few in some countries their names and 
individual stories and details of their lives (i.e. the story of Lazaros, Aoos etc) have strong 
emotional effect on people. Lastly different stakeholders will be attracted by different stories 
and in the case of shepherds who are key players for the conservation of the species the 
relation of the species with the pastoral life (i.e. transhumance, spring rites of passage, 
Folklore) and local names such as the cuckoo’s horse or the cheesemaker can make the 
difference when constructing the species’ current portrait.  
 

                                                      
12 https://axelscheffler.com/books-with-julia-donaldson/the-ugly-five, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=69K2IZ1A1ZU 
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To conclude the combination of Egyptian vulture’s white color, its migratory nature, and 
unfavorable conservation status with local Folklore can be used as advantages in order to 
construct a new public image that can help towards the species’ conservation. 
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ANNEX: Field work photos and moments 
 

 
Field work in Albania, 2018 © PPNEA 
 

 
Field work in Greece, Samarina 2018, © R. Tsiakiris 
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Field work in Niger, stand selling animal products within the Zinder big market ©Abdoul 
Razack Moussa Zabeirou‐ SCF 
 
 

 
Discussion group in Niger, © Abdoul Razack Moussa Zabeirou‐ SCF 
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ANNEX I: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (FIRST VERSION)  
 

Let’s talk about birds 
1 Which wild birds are you aware of in 

your local area/region? (list up to 5 
species) 

 

2 Which, if any, from the above bird 
species do you particularly value and 
why? (e.g. useful, game, beautiful, 
symbolic) 

 

3 Is there a story, tradition or belief 
related to these species 

 

Photos exercise (The Egyptian vulture, other vultures, an eagle, a raven, a stork) 
4 Do you know these species? Have you 

seen them in Nature or do you know 
them from pictures, tv, etc?  In case 
you have seen them in Nature indicate 
where. 

(Note: N=in Nature, TV= television, PH=photo, 
O= other (please specify) 

 1 Stork  
 2 Raven/Crow  
 3 Eagle  
 4 Griffon vulture  
 5 Egyptian vulture  
5 Do you know these species local 

names? What do these names mean? 
Ask for more than one local name and 
their meanings 

 

 1 Stork  
 2 Raven/Crow  
 3 Eagle  
 4 Griffon vulture  
 5 Egyptian vulture  
6 Which one you do like the most? 

Explain why. 
Give a mark from 1 to 5: 1= I really don't like 
it, 2= I don’t't like it, 3=Neutral, 4= I like it, 5= I 
really like it  

 1 Stork  
 2 Raven/Crow  
 3 Eagle  
 4 Griffon vulture  
 5 Egyptian vulture  
7 How important are these birds? 

Explain why are these birds important? 
Give a mark from1 (It is not important) to 5 (It 
is very important). 
Just note quotations, we will divide in categories 
later e.g, use value, ecosystem services, beauty, 
ecotourism, symbolism…) 

 1 Stork  
 2 Raven/Crow  
 3 Eagle  
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 4 Griffon vulture  
 5 Egyptian vulture  
8 What do you like or don’t like about 

these birds? Which of them do you think 
negatively about (eg ugly, usefulness, 
bad omen)? 

Give a mark from 1-5: 1= I really don't like it, 
2=I like it, 3=Neutral, 4= I don’t't like it, 5= I 
really like it.  Explain why 

 1 Stork  
 2 Raven/Crow  
 3 Eagle  
 4 Griffon vulture  
 5 Egyptian vulture  

The vultures 
9 Vulture numbers are the same now as in 

the past?   
Yes or No? 

10 Why do you think their numbers have 
changed? 

 

11 Carrion eating birds are perceived 
positively or negatively in your area? 
[Give a mark from 1=very negatively to 
5=very positively]. 
Explain why 

 

12 Raptors are perceived positively or 
negatively in your area? [Give a mark 
from 1=very negatively to 5=very 
positively]. 
Explain why 

 

The Egyptian vulture  (Folklore and stories) 

13 When was the last time you saw an 
Egyptian vulture? 

 

14 What time of the year do you see the 
Egyptian vulture (EV)? Are there any 
particular dates related to this species? 

 

15 Do you know any place name related to 
the EV? 

 

16 Do you know any legends, stories or fairy 
tales about EVs? Please narrate one! 

 

17 Which is the source of these stories? 
Oral tradition (from elder people, 
family) or publications, documentaries, 
etc?  

 

18 Do you know any child games or 
children’s short poems related to the EV?

 

19 Any use in Art (eg rugs or carpets with 
vulture motifs or wood or stone carvings 
with EV motifs or drawings?) [In such 
cases please provide photos] 

 

20 Any beliefs -use of birds as good or bad 
omen? 
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21 Any relation of birds to traditional 
medicine or healing? 

 

22 Any rituals or magic powers related to 
birds (e.g. to avoid evil eye or to make it 
fly away like a bird…) 

 

23 Any wish or on the contrary any curse 
related to the EV? 

 

24 Something else?  

 

ANNEX II: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (LATEST VERSION JANUARY 2019)  
 
 

Let’s talk about birds and the Egyptian vulture 
1 Show to people birds in a bird guide and 

ask: Do you recognize some species? (list 
up to 5 species).  

 

2 Which, if any, from the above bird 
species do you particularly value and 
why? (e.g. useful, game, beautiful, 
symbolic) 

 

3 Show to people the Egyptian vulture in 
the bird guide. Do you recognize this 
species?  

 

4 Which is the name of this bird? What 
does this name means? Ask for more 
than one local name and their 
meanings 

 

5 How important is this bird to you? 
Explain why this bird is important?  
Do you know if this bird is useful?  
What do you like or not like about this 
bird? 

Give a mark from 1 (It is not important) to 5 (It 
is very important). 
Just note comments.  We will divide into 
categories later e.g, use value, ecosystem 
services, beauty, ecotourism, symbolism…) 

6 Egyptian vultures' numbers are the same 
now as in the past?  If no why do you 
think their numbers have changed? 

Yes or No? 

The Egyptian vulture  (Folklore and stories) 

7 What time of the year do you see the 
Egyptian vulture (EV)? Are there any 
particular dates related to this species? 

 

8 Do you know any legends, stories, fairy 
tales, child games or children’s short 
poems  about EVs? Please narrate one!  

 

9 Any use in Art (eg rugs or carpets with 
vulture motifs or wood or stone carvings 
with EV motifs or drawings?) [In such 
cases please provide photos] 

 

10 Any beliefs, use of birds as good or bad 
omen, traditional medicine, healing, 
rituals or magic powers (e.g. to avoid evil 
eye or to make it fly away like a bird…)? 
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