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What is happening on the project?
Dear friends and colleagues,
It is not a secret that the globally endangered Egyptian vulture has declined with 80% in the Balkans over the last 30 years. In 2012
we started the implementation of international LIFE project “The Return of the Neophron” with the challenging aim to prevent the
extinction of the species from the region. We supplementary fed and guarded the nests of over 50% of the population in Bulgaria
and Greece, conducted intensive anti-poison actions, investigated the health status, migration and wintering grounds of the birds,
insulated nearly 500 dangerous electricity pylons, developed National Species Action Plan for Greece and international Flyway
Action Plan for the Balkans and Central, conducted large-scale communication campaigns aiming to open the heart of as many as
possible people towards this emblematic species, nevertheless the population continued to decline. But we did not lose hope and
continued to fight for the conservation of the species. It was every day and every hour that the devoted project team was thinking
and working for the species. And this was not only us – just like a sacred bird, the Egyptian vulture united the efforts of farmers,
hunters, mayors, policemen, custom officers, veterinarians, researchers, conservationists, students, pupil, museums and ministries
from different countries and different continents for a better world, and with this new hope appeared. After 2014, the population
in Bulgaria started to increase and in 2016 it was almost the same as in the beginning of the project (2012 – 29 active territories,
all occupied by pairs; 2016 т – 33 active territories, 28 of which occupied by pairs). The population in Greece is still in the critical
minimum, but we believe that conservation efforts done will not be in vain and it will recover in long term. We did a lot, but it is
nothing compared to what should be done in future. One large project is ending, but this is only the beginning of the return of the
Egyptian vulture on the Balkans.
Dr Stoyan Nikolov
Project Manager
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26 young Egyptian vultures have successfully left their nests in
Bulgaria and Greece in 2016.
During this nesting season in Bulgaria and Greece were detected a total of 40
territories occupied by Egyptian vultures (33 in Bulgaria and 7 in Greece) - two
more than in 2015.
In Bulgaria, 28 territories were occupied by pairs and 5 by solitary individuals.
Twenty four of these territories were in the Eastern Rhodopes - 21 pairs and 3
solitary individuals, and the other 9 - in Northeastern Bulgaria (7 pairs and 2
solitary individuals). For the first time since 2012 a second territory has been
occupied in the “Rusenski Lom” Nature Park (by a single bird), as well as 2 old
territories in the Eastern Rhodopes were re-occupied (by pairs). A total of 22 (79%)
of the pairs in the country started incubation (16 in the Eastern Rhodopes and 6 in
© Vladimir Dobrev
North Bulgaria), and 19 of them succeeded to raise an offspring. From a total of 25
juveniles, 23 successfully left their nests (16 in the Eastern Rhodopes and 7 in North Bulgaria). The causes of the two death chicks
are unknown.
In Greece, 5 territories were occupied by pairs and 2 – by solitary individuals. Five of them were in Thrace (occupied by 4 pairs and
1 single bird), whereas in the rest of Greece Egyptian vultures were found in only 2 territories (1 pair and 1 single bird). All (100%) of
the pairs started incubation and 3 of them have successfully raised offspring. Of the total of 6 juveniles, only 3 (50%) left their nest
(two birds became victims to a predator, while the reason for the death of the third
© Vladimir Dobrev
bird remains unclear).

Supplementary feeding:
In Bulgaria, 12 pairs (6 in Northern Bulgaria and 6 in the Rhodope Mountains)
and 2 single birds in North Bulgaria were regularly fed throughout the breeding
season with small quantities of meat. Another three pairs in the Eastern Rhodopes
were fed in August. Generally, over 400 supplementary feedings done by 12 local
contributors in 7 project areas and over 1.5 tons of meat (provided by local farmers
and slaughter houses) were provided to the vultures.
In Greece two pairs (one in Thrace and one in Central Greece) were regularly
fed throughout the breeding season with small quantities of meat (over 200 kg in
total). In addition, three feeding sites were also in operation supplying meat coming from slaughter houses and local farmers (over
1.5 tons of meat throughout the breeding season).

Nest guarding:
During the breeding season birds can be easily disturbed and sometimes juveniles fail in their first flight attempts, so each year the
project provides protection of nests and juveniles. The period around the first flight of the juveniles (late July-early August) is the
most critical since, due to lack of experience, some of them may fall out of the nest, get hurt or become a victim of predators.
In Bulgaria, а volunteer program was organized in August, which involved a total of 21 people (collaborators on the project and
volunteers), including guests from Germany and Lithuania. Sixteen pairs were guarded daily. This pairs succeeded to rise a total
of 19 juveniles (7 in Northern Bulgaria and 12 in the Eastern Rhodopes). They represent 83% of the young Egyptian vultures that
successfully left their nests in Bulgaria.
We are grateful to the donors and volunteers, thanks to which the nest guarding of the Egyptian vulture for this year completed
successfully! For the second consecutive year the nest guarding of the Egyptian vulture pair in the Nature Park “Rusenski Lom” took
place, thanks to the donation of Marieta Koleva.

2

www.LifeNeophron.eu

THE RETURN OF THE NEOPHRON
The Egyptian vulture on the Balkans and along the migration road
Research

December 2016, Issue VIII

In Greece the last nest in Meteora was guarded during the whole season. In Thrace, one nest in Kompsatos was guarded from June
until the pair and its offspring migrated. Moreover, two nests in Dadia National Park were guarded on daily basis from the middle of
July until the migration by the EVS volunteers (European Voluntary Service) hosted in WWF Project.

Identification of migration hotspots for the Egyptian vultures from
the Balkan population
Тhe Report “Identification of important migration concentration areas of Egyptian vultures (Neophron percnopterus) from the
Balkan population tracked by satellite telemetry” aims identifying the most important migration bottlenecks and hotspots and
where immature birds roam for the four years before they
start breeding. Those concentration areas can then be
examined for any existing anthropogenic risks such as
wind turbines, electricity infrastructure, and the general
use of shooting and poisoning.
In this study is used satellite tracking data to identify areas
used by a large proportion of the Egyptian vultures from
the Balkan population during migration and examined the
potential threats in those areas from human infrastructure.
This information is critical to direct conservation measures
in crucial regions where a high number of birds from the
Balkan population may be at risk of mortality.
The tracking data used to perform all the analyses were
collected between 10th of August 2010 and the 16th of
June 2016. The 14 birds (5 adults, 9 juveniles) contributed
a total of 11251 locations during their respective migratory
seasons, describing 12 spring (including 5 from adults) and
18 autumn migrations (including 6 from adults).
Among the ten most important bottlenecks calculated
from both autumn and spring migration, the first one was
located in the Gulf of Iskenderun (South Turkey) and included more than 70 % of all the migrations. The second one was positioned
around Suez (Egypt) and exactly 70 % of the migrations were passing through the area. In the eight other cells, 53 % to 66 % of all
the migrations occurred there, concentrating more than 15 migrations in each of them. All highlighted areas were mostly around the
eastern coast of the Mediterranean from Turkey to Egypt, through Syria, Lebanon and Israel, as well as in central Anatolia (Turkey),
around Beypazari, an area that we already highlighted as a migratory hotspot for Egyptian vultures.
The Report identifies one registered wind farm located in the main hotspot in central Anatolia, which is also an important bottleneck,
seven within the most important bottleneck areas and two were partially included in one of the cells. Six of them were in the area
where the largest number of Egyptian,vultures passed through around the Gulf of Iskenderun (Turkey), and the seventh one was
located in the second most important bottleneck around Suez (Egypt). The number of wind-turbines in each wind-farm could be as
little as 5 and as many as hundreds.
The full report is available in PDF here.
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New paper reveals how landscape factors affect territory occupancy
and breeding success of Egyptian Vultures on the Balkans
Vultures are amongst the most threatened group of birds on the Planet. They are affected by a
large number of threats such as poisoning, electrocution, collision with man-made structures,
direct persecution, changes in agricultural practices, landscape composition, and sanitary
regulations that can reduce food availability. To formulate effective conservation strategies,
it is of key importance to quantify which of these factors has the greatest influence on
demographic parameters such as territory occupancy and breeding success, and whether
quantitative models can be transferred across geographic regions and political boundaries.
New scientific paper of the LIFE+ project “The Return of the Neophron” collated territory
and nest monitoring data of the endangered Egyptian Vulture Neophron percnopterus in the
Balkans to understand the relative influence of various factors on population declines. Data
on occupancy in 87 different territories and breeding performance of 405 territory-monitoring
years between 2003 – 2015, with an overall territory occupancy rate of 69% and a mean
productivity of 0.80 fledglings per occupied territory, were used for the aim of analysis.
The paper examined which of 48 different environmental variables were most influential
in explaining variation in territory occupancy and breeding success in Bulgaria and Greece,
and tested whether these models were transferrable to the Former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia. Territory occupancy and breeding success were affected by a wide range of environmental variables, each of which
had a small effect that may not be the same across political boundaries. Both models had reasonably good discriminative ability,
but were unsuccessful in predicting occupancy or breeding success in the external validation data set from a different country.
Management dealing on a small number of environmental variables is unlikely to be effective in slowing the decline of Egyptian
Vultures on the Balkan Peninsula. Recommend measures in the short term should be focused on the reduction of adult mortality
through the enforcement of anti-poison laws, and in the long term – to the adoption of large-scale landscape conservation programs
that retain or restore historical small-scale farming practices may benefit vultures and other biodiversity.
The full paper is available here.

5 years on-line monitoring of a wild nest of Egyptian vulture
In 2012, a team of the LIFE + project “The Return of the Neophron” installed a
camera in a nesting niche of an Egyptian vultures’ pair near Provadia. Since
then, every year this camera allows us to observe the life of this rare species
and to become witnesses to the hatching and the first flight of a total of 9 young
birds (2012-2, 2013-2, 2014-2, 2015-1, 2016-2 juveniles).
The two young birds that were hatched this year successfully took the long
way to Africa in mid-September. We wish them a save flight and stay in Africa
and we hope that they will return back to their native places! We hope that
their parents will return to the nest in the spring and will once again have a
generation!
© Nikolai Terziev
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so that it resembles to the rock and do not disturb the vultures. Durind these five years thanks to the camera we gathered valuable
information for the behavior and feeding of these world endangered birds, which is needed for their better conservation. We
gathered enormous video material used in the creation of the film “The life of the Egyptian vulture” and has yet to be beneficial to
other popular science films and the media.
Another critical mission was achieved thanks to the camera: every year the news about the arrival of the pair, laying their first egg
and hatching of the chick, enjoyed great interest from the media and people. In these periods the project site www.LifeNeophron.
eu gathered most visitors, who wanted to look at the Egyptian vultures’ nest through the site. The attention and the interest of the
people, their concerns about the future of the Egyptian Vulture, are important for its conservation.
We expresses our gratitude to Dimitar Angelov, Svetoslav Tsvetanov, Anton Andonov, Mejnun Ademov, Professional School of
Agriculture “Zemya”, Sport and Rock Climbing Club VARNACLIMBING, State Forestry Varna, RIEW Varna, Mtel, Antonia Kaltcheva,
Miroslav Mihaylov and all the inhabitants of Provadia, who are concerned about the fate of their birds and perceived them as a
pride of the city!

Seminar in Madzharovo, dedicated to the project contributors of
monitoring and nest guarding in Bulgaria
Between 7th and 9th October in the BSPB Nature Conservation
Center “Eastern Rhodopes” under the LIFE+ project “The Return
of the Neophron” was held a seminar dedicated to the project
contributors of monitoring and nest guarding from South and
North Bulgaria (Rousse, Shumen, Varna, Provadia, Мadzharovo).
The participants of the seminar visited the feeding site in
Studen Kladenec, observed Griffon vultures and by a number
of presentations were introduced to the most important project
activities and the results of their work during the last five years.

© Iordanka Goranova-Lukanova

The main objective of the meeting was to strengthen their
methodological knowledge and skills on the field work with the
Egyptian vulture and apply in practice the base of the after LIFE
project activities related to the care of the species after the end
of the project.
The team of “The Return of the Neophron” expresses its great gratitude for the dedicated work of all project contributors, donors
and volunteers for their help and support!

A journey to survival
The idea was so simple and so important too: young people to be actively involved to the survival of the most threatened
bird of Greece by disseminating messages on its protection to the local communities.
The journey started 4 years ago when students from Evros and Rhodopes regions decided to help WWF team by supporting
its activities for the protection of Egyptian vulture. In total 5 schools and 300 different students participated in a symbolic
adoption of the Egyptian vultures’ pairs of Thrace which still nest near their villages. Main goal of the adoption was the
awareness and information of the local people.
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During this 4years experience, students tried
actively and creatively to inform the citizens
of their villages about the threats and the
importance of the protection of this rare
vulture that is still finds in Thrace a refuge to
nest. They focused in outdoor activities like
sharing informative material at info kiosks in
open markets, placing informative panels in
the countryside, drawing murals at the school
walls or protesting at the central streets and
squares, inviting their townsmen to be involve
at the protection of the species as we see at
the video. Our young friends will not stop their
journey! They will continue their effort. Let’s
thanks them for their unique and innocent way
© WWF
© Тасос Бунас to communicate so loudly their messages to
the public leaving their footprint into the long term activities of WWF team towards the protection of the vultures and
especially the Egyptian vulture.

After-LIFE Conservation Plan of
the LIFE+ project “The Return of
the Neophron”

Layman’s Report of the LIFE+ “The
Return of the Neophron”
Read here.

THE RETURN
OF THE
NEOPHRON

Find it here.
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LAYMAN’S REPORT
LIFE+ PROJECT URGENT MEASURES TO SECURE THE SURVIVAL
OF THE EGYPTIAN VULTURE (NEOPHRON PERCNOPTERUS) IN
BULGARIA AND GREECE (LIFE10 NAT/BG/000152)
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