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INTRODUCTION
The L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e  C a th a r te s  b u r r o v ia n u s  i s  th e  
s m a l l e s t  member o f  th e  Genus C a t h a r t e s . A par t  from i t s  s m a l l e r  
s i z e ,  i t  d i f f e r s  from th e  more ab u ndan t  Turkey V u l tu r e  C a th a r te s  
aura  by th e  y e l lo w i s h - o r a n g e  c o l o r  o f  i t s  head  (Wetmore 1964).

The L e s s e r  Y ellowheaded V u l tu r e  f r e q u e n t s  marshy low land  a r e a s  
from n o r t h e a s t e r n  Mexico sou thw ards  a lo n g  th e  C a rib b ea n  c o a s t  o f  
C e n t r a l  America. B ecause o f  i t s  h a b i t a t  p r e f e r e n c e ,  and th e  
d i f f i c u l t y  in  s e p a r a t i n g  i t  from t h e  Turkey V u l tu r e  in  t h e  f i e l d ,  
i t s  c u r r e n t  n u m e r i c a l  s t a t u s  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  i s  p o o r ly  known.
In r e c e n t  y e a r s  s e v e r a l  f i e l d  e x c u r s io n s  have been made to  Mexico 
and n e i g h b o r i n g  B e l i z e  t o  o b t a in  in f o r m a t i o n  on t h e s e  a s p e c t s .
The p r e s e n t  p a p e r ,  u t i l i z i n g  p u b l i s h e d  and u n p u b l i s h e d  d a t a ,  
r e p r e s e n t s  a c u r r e n t  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  th e  s i t u a t i o n  in  t h e s e  two 
c o u n t r i e s .

SUMMARY OF AVAILABLE INFORMATION 

Mexico
H i s t o r i c a l l y  th e  L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e  o c c u r r e d  a s  f a r  n o r t h  
as  Tampico, in  th e  s t a t e  o f  T am aulipas  (F ig .  1 ) .  On 19 June  1953 
a b i r d  was seen  30 m i le s  n o r t h  o f  Tampico and on 21 June  1953 
a n o t h e r  was s i g h t e d  some e i g h t  m i l e s  n o r t h  o f  Tampico (G raber  
1954 ) .  On 11 A p r i l  1963 L.R. Wolfe c o l l e c t e d  two eggs from a 
L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e  n e s t  on th e  Tamuí n R iv e r ,  San Luis  
P o to s í  (see  f o o t n o t e ) . In r e c e n t  y e a r s  I  have made s e v e r a l  t r i p s  
t o  th e  Tampico a r e a  b u t  have f a i l e d  t o  s i g h t  t h e  s p e c i e s .  I f  i t  
does  s t i l l  e x i s t  in  t h e  a r e a  i t  i s  now v e ry  r a r e .

F u r t h e r  s o u t h ,  i n  t h e  s t a t e  o f  V e ra c ru z ,  th e  s p e c i e s  has  
r e c e n t l y  been o b se rv e d  b u t  i s  n o t  c o n s id e r e d  t o  be common. In 
F e b ru a ry  1978 o n ly  one b i r d  was r e c o r d e d  d u r in g  a ro a d  ce n su s  in  
V erac ru z  ( E l l i s  e t  a l .  1983) .  However, th e  s p e c i e s  a p p e a r s  t o  be 
r e l a t i v e l y  more common in  s o u th e rn  V erac ru z  where f o u r  b i r d s  were 
r e c o rd e d  a t  Catemaco d u r in g  th e  1974 Audubon C h r is tm as  B i rd  Count; 
th e  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e s e  co u n ts  a re  p u b l i s h e d  a n n u a l ly  in  th e  J u ly  
i s s u e  o f  American B i r d s , p u b l i s h e d  by t h e  N a t i o n a l  Audubon S o c ie ty ,  
950 T h ird  Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10022, U.S.A. No b i r d s  were 
seen  ag a in  u n t i l  th e  1978 c o u n t  when a s i n g l e t o n  was o b s e rv e d  in  
th e  a r e a ,  b u t  t h i s  was n o t  on o f f i c i a l  c o u n t  day . An immature 
b i r d  was c o l l e c t e d  18 m i l e s  s o u th  o f  A lv a ra d o ,  V e r a c ru z ,  by L.R. 
Wolfe on 23 March 1964 ( se e  f o o t n o t e ) ; t h e  l o c a l i t y  d e s c r i p t i o n  
c o r re s p o n d s  t o  th e  marshy a r e a  a d j o i n i n g  t h e  Rí o Papaloapan, w h ich ,  
b e in g  n o t  e a s i l y  c e n su se d  w i th o u t  th e  a i d  o f  a b o a t ,  has  been 
l i t t l e  s t u d i e d .
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In s o u th e r n  Mexico t h e  L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e  i s  most 
ab undan t  i n  w e s te r n  T ab a sco ,  e a s t e r n  Campeche and n o r t h e r n  
C h iap a s .  I t s  abundance d e p e n d s ,  in  p a r t ,  on th e  month when 
o b s e r v a t i o n s  a re  made. For exam ple ,  d u r in g  A p r i l  1983 Ed Henckel 
and I  t r a v e l e d  from V i l l a h e r m o s a ,  T ab a sco ,  t o  E s c a r c e g a ,  
Campeche, and saw o n ly  two b i r d s ;  t h e s e  were 70 m i l e s  s o u th  o f  
E s c a r c e g a  on Highway 186. T h is  same r o u t e  was t r a v e l l e d  in  l a t e  
August 1984 by S te v e  McGehee and m y se l f  and more th a n  10 b i r d s  
were o b se rv e d  in  t h e  same a r e a  as  t h e  1983 s i g h t i n g s .  In  a d d i t i o n  
11 more b i r d s  were o b se rv e d  a lo n g  a s i d e  r o a d ,  from Highway 186 to  
P a l i z a d a .  B i l l  C la rk  ( p e r s .  comm.) s t a t e d  t h a t ,  d u r in g  b r i e f  
t r i p s  t o  s o u th e r n  Mexico d u r in g  December 1982 and 1983, numerous 
L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e s  were o b s e rv e d  n e a r  E m il ia n o  Z a p a ta ,  
C h ia p a s .  T h is  a r e a  i s  s i x  m i l e s  s o u th  o f  Highway 186 and 31 m ile s  
s o u th  o f  th e  s i d e  road  t o  P a l i z a d a .  S te v e  McGehee and I  t r a v e l e d ,  
on two o c c a s i o n s ,  to  Z apa ta  in  l a t e  August 1984 b u t  n o t e d  o n ly  two 
b i r d s .  E l l i s  e t  al.  (1983) r e c o rd e d  two b i r d s  in  Campeche d u r in g  
t h e i r  ro a d  ce n su s  in  1978; t h e i r  e x a c t  r o u t e  i s  n o t  known b u t  
s i n c e  t h e y  c o n t in u e d  on t o  B e l i z e  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e i r  
o b s e r v a t i o n s  were made in  th e  same a r e a s  as  th o s e  m e n tioned .

I  have no r e c o r d s  o f  th e  s p e c i e s  i n  t h e  s t a t e s  o f  Y u c a tán and 
Q u in ta n a  Roo. S e v e r a l  t r i p s  were  made th ro u g h  t h e s e  s t a t e s  in  
May 1983 and August 1984 b u t  no b i r d s  were s e e n .  S i m i l a r l y  Dora 
Weyer ( p e r s .  comm.) d i d  n o t  se e  any L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e s  
d u r in g  a two- week s t a y  in  Y u ca tán d u r in g  May 1984, b u t  n e s t i n g  
Turkey V u l tu r e s  were r e c o rd e d .

B e l iz e
A L e s s e r  Yellow-headed  V u l tu r e  ce n su s  was co n d u c te d  in  th e  n o r th e r n  
h a l f  o f  B e l i z e  from 15 A p r i l  t o  6 May 1982. The r e s u l t s  a r e  shown 
in  T ab le  1 ,  w i th  th e  m a jo r  l o c a t i o n s  marked on F ig .  1. The 
l a r g e s t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n s  were a lo n g  t h e  muddy s h o r e l i n e  a t  Crooked 
T ree Lagoon and , b ec a u s e  o f  t h e  abundance in  t h i s  a r e a ,  i t  was 
chosen as  t h e  s i t e  f o r  a 1983 s tu d y  o f  th e  f o r a g in g  and s o c i a l  
b e h a v i o r  o f  th e  s p e c i e s  by s e v e r a l  members o f  th e  V u l tu r e  S tudy 
Group and Oklahoma C i ty  Zoo. With r e g a r d  t o  abundance i t  was 
d e t e r m in e d ,  by p l a c i n g  o b s e r v e r s  a t  v a r i o u s  p o i n t s  a round  th e  
la g o o n ,  t h a t  12–15 L e s s e r  Y ellow -headed  V u l tu r e s  were p r e s e n t  a t  
th e  s i t e .  D i f f e r i n g  g r e a t l y  from t h e  p r e v io u s  y e a r ’s co u n t  o f  
o v e r  35 v u l t u r e s ,  a p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  would be t h e  g e n e r a l l y  
d ry  c o n d i t i o n s  p r e s e n t  in  1983. Dora Weyer ( p e r s .  comm.) 
m en tioned  t h a t  th e  w e tn e s s  o f  t h e  a r e a  made t r a v e l  a round  th e  
la g o o n ,  by L a n d ro v e r ,  n e a r l y  i m p o s s ib l e  in  1984. T hroughou t th e  
1983 s tu d y  th e  p e r i m e t e r  o f  t h e  lagoon  was t r a v e l e d  f r e q u e n t l y  
and w i th o u t  d i f f i c u l t y .  A no ther  p o s s i b i l i t y  c o u ld  be t h a t  the  
1983 ce n su s  was from 7 t o  21 May, a month a f t e r  W eyer’s c e n s u s ,  
and some v u l t u r e s  may have a l r e a d y  l e f t  th e  a r e a  f o r  t h e i r  
w i n t e r i n g  g ro u n d s .  The number o f  b i r d s  d i d ,  in  f a c t ,  d e c r e a s e  
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  d u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  s tu d y  b u t  w h e th e r  t h i s  was due to  
t h e  g e n e r a l l y  d ry  c o n d i t i o n s ,  t im e  o f  y e a r ,  o r  as  a r e s u l t  o f  th e  
n o i s y  d i s t u r b a n c e  c r e a t e d  by t h e  heavy equ ipm en t b e in g  u sed  to  
c o n s t r u c t  a b r id g e  a c r o s s  t h e  la g o o n ,  i s  n o t  known. A lthough  
o c c a s i o n a l l y  a s i n g l e  b i r d  i s  r e c o r d e d  d u r in g  t h e  an n u a l  Audubon 
C h r is tm a s  B i rd  Coun t ,  t h e  s p e c i e s  i s  g e n e r a l l y  a b s e n t  from th e  
c o u n t ry  from J u l y  u n t i l  F e b ru a ry .

I  have no r e c o r d  o f  t h e  s p e c i e s  in  s o u th e r n  B e l i z e .  The 
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a p o p u la t i o n  o c c u r r i n g  i n  ex trem e s o u th e r n  B e l i z e  
and a d j a c e n t  Guatem ala and Honduras has  been  s u g g e s te d  b u t  t h i s  
a w a i t s  f u r t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n .
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TABLE 1

CATHARTID VULTURES (EXCLUDING CORAGYPS AND SARCORAMPHUS) 
OBSERVED FROM 1 5  A P R IL  TO 6 MAY 1 9 8 4  BY DORA AND DIANE 

WEYER IN  NORTHERN B E L I Z E ,  CENTRAL AMERICA.

D ate L o c a t i o n Number o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  o f :
C. b u r r o v i a n u s C. a u ra C. s p .

15 A p r i l C ro o k ed  T r e e  Lagoon 
( v i l l a g e  a r e a ) 2 — 2

16 A p r i l C ro o k ed  T r e e  Lagoon 
( s o u t h e r n  s e c t i o n ) 34 23 —

16 A p r i l W e s te rn  Lagoon 8 1 4

17 A p r i l C ro o k ed  T r e e  Lagoon 
(w e s t e r n  s e c t i o n ) 7 2 5

17 A p r i l O range  Walk 2 4 3
22 A p r i l San E s t e b a n  A rea 1 9 1
24 A p r i l S h i p s t e r n  Lagoon 1 1 6

2 May H a t t i e v i l l e 3 9 3

3 May C ro o k ed  T r e e  Lagoon 
( v i l l a g e  a r e a ) 5 — —

3 May A le x a n d e r  Pond 1 — —
6 May B ig  F a l l s 1 11 —

S i t e s ,  m e n t i o n e d  i n  t h e  t e x t ,  i n  s o u t h e a s t e r n  M e x ic o  
a n d  B e l i z e  w h e r e  L e s s e r  Y e l l o w -h e a d e d  V u l t u r e s  h a v e  b e e n  
r e c o r d e d .  M e x i c o : 1 — T a m p i c o ;  2 — T a m u i n ;  3 — A l v a r a d o ;  
4 — C a t e m a c o ; 5 — V i l l a h e r m o s a ;  6 — E s c a r c e g a ;  7 — Rí o 
U s u m a c i n t a ;  8 — P a l i z a d a .  B e l i z e : 9 – B e l i z e  C i t y ;  
10 — H a t t i e v i l l e ;  11 — B i g  F a l l s ;  12 — M i d w i n t e r s  
L a g o o n ;  13 — C r o o k e d  T r e e  L a g o o n ;  14 — O r a n g e  W a lk ;  
15 — S h i p s t e r n  L a g o o n .

M E X I C O

6

F ig u re  1.



SUMMARY AND CO NCLUSIO N

The L e s s e r  Yellow-h eaded  V u l tu r e  i s  known t o  o c c u r ,  i n  m arshy a r e a s ,  
f rom n o r t h e a s t e r n  Mexico a lo n g  t h e  g u l f  c o a s t  t o  t h e  C a r ib b ea n  
c o a s t  o f  B e l i z e  ( fo r m e r ly  B r i t i s h  H o n d u ra s ) . R ecen t  f i e l d  s t u d i e s  
i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a rem nan t p o p u l a t i o n  e x i s t s  i n  V erac ru z  and t h a t  th e  
s p e c i e s  i s  s e a s o n a l l y  ab u n d a n t  t h r o u g h o u t  p o r t i o n s  o f  T ab a sco ,  
Campeche and C h ia p a s .  The l a r g e s t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  y e t  d i s c o v e r e d  i s  
a lo n g  t h e  marshy a r e a s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  t h e  n o r t h e r n  h a l f  o f  t h e  
Rí o U sum acin ta  and a s s o c i a t e d  t r i b u t a r i e s .  A lthough  a com ple te  
ce n su s  o f  t h e  s p e c i e s  i n  B e l i z e  h a s  n o t  y e t  been  c a r r i e d  o u t ,  i t s  
d i s t r i b u t i o n  th r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o r t h e r n  h a l f  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  i s  w e l l  
docum ented. I t  i s  most ab u n d a n t  from l a t e  F e b ru a ry  u n t i l  J u l y  in  
t h e  n o r t h  and c e n t r a l  p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  b u t  has  been 
o b s e rv e d  in  s m a l l  numbers th r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o r t h e r n  h a l f ,  where 
f a v o u r a b le  h a b i t a t  e x i s t s .

The s e a s o n a l i t y  o f  t h e  s p e c i e s  in  Mexico and B e l i z e  would 
f a v o r  t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  b i r d s  from B e l i z e  t r a v e l  w e s t  d u r in g  J u ly  
and w i n t e r  i n  Mexico. The ab s e n c e  o f  a n o r t h –s o u th  r a p t o r  
m ig r a t io n  i n  B e l i z e  would  f u r t h e r  s u p p o r t  t h i s  t h e o r y .  The 
p r o p o r t i o n  o f  imm ature and a d u l t  b i r d s  i n  t h e  movement p a t t e r n s  
and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a d d i t i o n a l  p o p u l a t i o n s  in  a r e a s  n o t  y e t  
e x p l o r e d ,  a r e  c o n s id e r e d  w o r th w h i le  s u b j e c t s  f o r  f u r t h e r  s tu d y .
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