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The natural history of the king vulture (Sarcoramphus
papa) is not well-known. Although nestling plumage de-
velopment and threat behavior have been documented from
a nest in Venezuela (Ramo and Busto 1988), the first
detailed accounts of greeting ceremonies and courtship
(Schlee 1987) as well as nest construction, incubation,
parental care, and ontogeny of young (Schlee 1994) come
from captive birds.

Several nest records indicate that king vultures are
ground-nesters. In dense, wet second-growth forest in Pan-
ama, one nest was located in a rotted tree stump 30 cm
above ground, and another in a scrape made in the soil
and litter at the base of a palm (Smith 1970). A downy
young was found wandering about on the ground in pri-
mary forest on Barro Colorado Island (Lundy 1957), and
the presence of excrement and bits of bone and fur at the
base of a tree indicated that this spot was probably the
actual nest (C.B. Koford unpubl. data). A more recent
finding in dry tropical forest in the Andean piedmont of
Venezuela, however, shows that the species also uses large

holes in trees, the nest having been located 10.5 m above
the ground (Ramo and Busto 1988). This paper describes
two nest sites found in the northern Llanos of Venezuela.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS

Observations were made at the ranches Hato Don Mi-
guel and Hato El Porton, located 35 km and 17 km,
respectively, east of Altagracia de Orituco (9°55'N,
66°16'W) in the northern part of the state of Guarico not
far from the Cordillera de la Costa. Elevations range from
200-500 m, the nest sites being located at approximately
290-300 m. Much of the dry deciduous forest that once
covered the area has been cleared for the cultivation of
corn (Zea mays) and milo (Sorghum sp.) and for cattle
grazing; El Portén, however, still has large forest rem-
nants. The area has highly mixed woodlands with many
of the trees being less than 25 m in height. At least 10
tree species are common to both ranches: araguaney (7ab-
ebuia chrysantha and T. serratifolia), locust-tree (Hymenaea
courbaril), cedro (Cedrela odorata), ox-hoof tree (Bauhinia
variegata), blood tree (Croton gossypiifolius), hog plum
(Spondias cytherea), onion cordia (Cordia alliodora), cassia
(Cassia moschata), and flame tree (Delonix regia). Four
other species can be found at Hato Don Miguel: erythrina
(Erythrina poeppigiana), silk cotton tree (Ceiba pentandra),



270 SHORT COMMUNICATIONS VoL. 29, No.




DECEMBER 1995

sand-box tree (Hura crepitans), and rain tree (Samanea
saman). Annual precipitation averages 1004 mm and the
area is not subject to flooding. The dry season extends
from November or December to May or June. Annual
temperatures average 25.5°C, peaking in April (¥ = 27.6°C)
and lowest in August (x = 24.2°C).

In July 1994, I visited the nest site that had been re-
ported to me earlier at Hato Don Miguel (J.L. Gomez
pers. comm.). At that time I learned that a tame, all-black
Juvenile king vulture had just been recovered by a group
of field workers near Altagracia. With the help of the local
population, the itinerary of the young bird was traced back
to Hato El Porton. There, details of the discovery of the
nest and its outcome were provided (R. Itriago pers. comm.),
and I was given the opportunity to inspect the site. Ac-
cording to the ranchers, the nest had not undergone no-
ticeable deterioration since its finding in 1993, and adult
king vultures were seen in the area again during spring
1994. The ages of the young birds were determined from
photographs showing growth and feather development in
two young reared at the Paris Menagerie.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Hato Don Miguel. At the end of March/beginning of
April 1990, a young king vulture, 3-3.5 mo old, was found
nside a small cave located 2-3 m up the side of a wooded
ravine having moderate understory. A dam was being con-
structed at less than 100 m from the site to create a lagoon,
and the creek in the gulley had been dry for several months.
The ravine was bordered on one side by a large tract of
undisturbed forest which was subsequently cleared for
cultivation and on the other by fields of sorghum. Upon
discovery, the young bird emitted a soft painful cry and
looked like it was about to vomit. From the description,
the young king vulture was giving the hooked-neck alarm
display characteristic of nestlings (Lundy 1957, Ramo and
Busto 1988, Schlee 1994). The parents were not in sight.

At the time of the discovery, the cave was thought to be
the nest. However, it was very clean—no noticeable ac-
cumulation of feces, no pellets or remains of food. More-
over, if terrain and site permit, king vulture chicks tend
to stray away from the nest at 30-35 d age (Schlee 1994)
and wander about on the ground until upward climbing
abilities mature and finally they are capable of their first
flight (C.B. Koford unpubl. data, Lundy 1957, Schlee
1994). Consequently, I believe the cave served as a sec-
ondary refuge, the actual nest probably being located
somewhere in the ravine. Considering the age of the young
bird, the egg would have been laid in October at the end
of the rainy season.

Hato El Porton. In January 1993, a nest with one egg
was discovered at the edge of a large tract of forest in fairly
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new tree growth about 4 m from a cornfield, but it was
not visible from that side (Fig. 1A). It was situated at
ground level, the terrain being about 60 cm lower than
that of the adjacent path and field. The egg was at the
back of a natural recess, about 30 cm high, formed in the
logs and branches that had been piled over the base of a
felled, uprooted tree (Fig. 1B). Vegetation had started to
cover the material, which was decomposing. The inter-
stices were filled with fallen leaves and the floor of the
cavity was covered with humus. The recess narrowed in
the back and was just wide enough for an adult king
vulture to position itself for incubating.

In March, since the adults had not been seen for several
days, the nestling was taken to be hand-reared. The chick
was able to stand and walk on its toes, a behavior that
appears at 20-23 d (Schlee 1994), and from photographs
it was identified as about 30 d old. Thus, the egg would
have been laid in December at the start of the dry season,
which corresponds to the approximate nesting period re-
ported by Ramo and Busto (1988). The juvenile was re-
leased the following year because it ate “too much meat”
and had become a nuisance by tearing up clothes and
closely following people around, behaviors thought to be
potentially dangerous for children. Upon release, however,
the young bird went to neighboring farms looking for food
and seeking out the company of human beings. This be-
havior was probably related both to imprinting and to the
length of the post-fledging dependence period—young king
vultures stay with their parents for at least 1 yr (Clinton-
Eitniear 1987).

Conclusions. In both of the cases described, the king
vultures nested at the periphery of large, relatively un-
disturbed forest remnants but close to human activities.
On one hand, these data lend support to the assertion that
the species is forest-dependent, persisting in face of forest
fragmentation only if large patches of forest remain (Stiles
1985). Note that in the northern Llanos of Venezuela
(Ellis et al. 1983) as well as in the western Orinoco Basin
(Reid 1989), king vultures have mainly been seen as scat-
tered pairs or individuals flying over mountainous forest
with agricultural clearings, gallery and flooded forest as
well as forest/savanna mosaic dominated by forest. On the
other hand, the nearness of their nests to human activities
is rather surprising. Unlike the smaller cathartids, the king
vulture is reported as not adapting well to human presence
(Clinton-Eitniear 1986), and as being more frequently
seen in heavily forested areas that do not have permanent
human occupation (Whitacre et al. 1991, Berlanga and
Wood 1992). The pair or pairs in my records, however,
may have been showing fidelity to a nest site or nesting
territory used prior to the changes in the surrounding
habitat.

Roadside counts of Falconiformes in northcentral Ven-

—

Figure 1.

King vulture nest site at Hato El Porton: (A) View from the back showing proximity to cultivated areas

Arrow points to position of nest; some of the outside vegetation was cut back to expose it. (B) View from inside the
forest. Arrow points toward the semi-open passage leading to the nest cavity underneath the rotting branches. Photos

taken during the rainy season.
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ezuela (Ellis et al. 1983, 1990) show that king vultures
are quite rare in that part of the country. In fact, in the
surveys carried out by Gomez et al. (1989) in the vicinity
of Altagracia de Orituco, only one adult was sighted and
it was located at the end of the transect near Hato El
Porton (J.L. Gomez pers. comm.). The rarity of the species
is most likely due to the extensive forest clearing that has
shifted the habitat physiognomy to one dominated by sa-
vanna, pasture, and agricultural fields. Such changes not
only affect the availability of adequate nest sites but also
result in a lack of food due to improved livestock man-
agement as well as to a decline in the number of wild
animals found in the area. Thus, as in Costa Rica (Clin-
ton-Eitniear 1987), although the density of the species is
low, it may be at carrying capacity. In my opinion, further
deforestation in the area will severely strain and possibly
eliminate the local population of king vultures.

RESUMEN.—Dos sitios de anidacién de Sarcoramphus papa
fueron encontrados en los Llanos nortefios de Venezuela,
cerca de Altagracia de Orituco, en el estado de Guarico.
El primero fue localizado en una cueva en un riachuelo
boscoso, y después de examinarla se determiné que se
trataba del refugio de un ave ain no voladora que ya se
aventuraba fuera del nido original. El segundo sitio cor-
respondia a un nido verdadero, en una cavidad natural en
medio de una pila de ramas secas en la base de un arbol
con las raices expuestas. Ambos sitios se encontraban prox-
imos a lugares con actividad humana, pero situados al
borde de grandes remanentes de bosques relativamente no
alterados.

[Traduccion de José Luis Gémez]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Sincere gratitude is extended to José Luis Gémez, for-
merly of the Fundacién para la Defensa de la Naturaleza,
Caracas, for the nest data from Hato Don Miguel as well
as for his friendship and assistance in the field, and to
Omar Linares, Universidad Simén Bolivar, and Yolanda
Carbonell for their support and hospitality. I would also
like to thank Pedro Rosa for kindly allowing access to the
nest area at Hato Don Miguel, Ramon Itriago for data
on the nesting at El Portén as well as for graciously show-
1ng us the nest site, and to Jack Clinton-Eitniear for the
unpublished manuscript of C.B. Koford on the nesting of
the king vulture in Panama.

LITERATURE CITED

BERLANGA, M. AND P. Woop. 1992. Observations of
the king vulture Sarcoramphus papa in Calakmul Bio-
sphere Reserve, Campeche, Mexico. Vulture News 26:
15-21.

CLINTON-EITNIEAR, J. 1986. King vulture conservation

SHORT COMMUNICATIONS

VoL. 29, No. 4

and research program. Endangered Species Tech. Bull.

3:1-2. Univ. Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI U.S.A.

1987. The king vulture in Costa Rica. Vulture
News 17:21-24.

Eruis, D.H., R.L. GLINsKI, J.C. GOODWIN, JR. AND W.H.
WHALEY. 1983. New World vulture counts in Mex-
ico, Central America, and South America. Pages 124-
132 in S.R. Wilbur and J.A. Jackson [Ebs.], Vulture
biology and management. Univ. California Press,
Berkeley, CA US.A.

, AND D.W. SMITH. 1990. Raptor road
surveys in South America. /. Raptor Res. 24:98-106.

GOMEZ, J.L., Y. CARBONELL AND G. MEDINA. 1989.
Comparaci()n de la densidad, diversidad y habitos de
nidificacién de los Falconiformes en tres localidades de
los Llanos de Venezuela. Report, Fundacién para la
Defensa de la Naturaleza, Caracas, Venezuela.

Lunpy, W.E. 1957. Has the nest of the king vulture
finally been found? Anim. Kingdom 60:117-121.

RaMmo, C. AND B. Busto. 1988. Observations at a king
vulture (Sarcoramphus papa) nest in Venezuela. Auk
105:195-196.

REID, S.B. 1989. Flying behaviour and habitat prefer-
ences of the king vulture Sarcoramphus papa in the
western Orinoco Basin of Venezuela. Ibis 131:301-303

SCHLEE, M.A. 1987. Parade nuptiale et cérémonies de
salut chez le Vautour pape Sarcoramphus papa (L.).
C.R. Acad. Sci. Paris (série 111), 304:207-212.

1994. Reproductive biology in king vultures
Sarcoramphus papa at the Paris Menagerie. Pages 159-
175 in P. Ellis [ED.], International zoo yearbook, Vol.
33. London Zool. Soc., London, U.K.

SMITH, N.G. 1970. Nesting of king vulture and black
hawk-eagle in Panama. Condor 72:247-248.

STiLEs, F.G. 1985. Conservation of forest birds in Costa
Rica: problems and perspectives. Pages 141-168
A.W. Diamond and T.E. Lovejoy [EDs.], Conservation
of tropical forest birds. Vol. 4, ICBP Tech. Publ,
Cambridge, U.K.

WHITACRE, D.F., A.]. BAKER, J.E. JoNEs, R. VILLEGAS
PATRACA, J. SUTTER AND C.M. SwarRTz. 1991. Re-
sults of census efforts in three units of the Maya Bio-
sphere Reserve/Calakmul Biosphere Reserve Com-
plex. Pages 43-58 in D.F. Whitacre, W.A. Burnham
and J.P. Penny [EDs.], Maya progress report. The
Peregrine Fund, Boise, ID U.S.A.

Received 17 February 1995; accepted 11 July 1995



