
 

 

Background 

Africa is currently experiencing a vulture crisis. Vultures are undergoing unprecedented declines of 

up to 80 percent in some populations and are disappearing across large swathes of their historical 

distribution. Four species are now listed by the IUCN as globally Critically Endangered, while three 

more are Endangered. Poisoning is the primary threat to Africa’s vultures. Southern Africa, in 

particular Botswana, Zimbabwe and South Africa, is the current epicenter for largescale vulture 

poisoning. Here vultures are targeted directly for illegal wildlife trade, or are poisoned deliberately 

by poachers, as they act as sentinels giving away the location of poached carcasses to rangers. These 

deaths are compounded by human wildlife conflict, with vultures frequently succumbing as the 

unintended victims to poison baits left out for carnivores, other scavengers and large herbivores. 

Vultures are also poisoned indirectly by lead that is consumed from the flesh of carcasses shot using 

leaded ammunition. Quite simply, if we don’t act immediately, southern Africa will lose its vultures 

and with them, the vital ecosystem services they provide. 

Vultures have extensive home ranges up to 30,000 km2. To address the typically dynamic threats and 

their drivers across such large areas requires the direct engagement and the harnessing of support 

from a broad network of communities, protected areas and private landowners within these ranges. 

This can be achieved through the establishment of VSZs, a concept recommended by the Convention 

for Migratory Species (CMS) Multi-species Action Plan (MsAP) for African-Eurasian Vultures 

(Action 11.4.4.). A VSZ is an appropriately sized geographic area in which targeted conservation 

measures are undertaken to address the key threats relevant to the vulture species present. The 

application of VSZs provides targeted, spatially explicit conservation action to address the major risks 

to vultures. Initially implemented by countries in Asia, and recently in Zambia, VSZs could offer 

conservation solutions that are effective, realistic and achievable at the baseline level. The application 

of VSZs in southern Africa has important consequences for vulture conservation and the targeting of 

conservation efforts, particularly with regard to the efficacy of VSZs to combat poisoning around 

vulture breeding populations. 

Rationale 

The setting up of a VSZ is a long-term initiative that can span 10 years of conservation work. This 

initially requires the effective coordination and establishment of a network of willing landowners and 

other stakeholders that, in due course, commit to managing their properties or areas in a vulture safe 

manner, as well as the identification of implementing parties to lead the VSZ work within each site. 

The proposed VSZ spans across approximately 30,000 km2 with its core covering the Limpopo River 

that borders and links the three focal countries. Over 80 percent of this area is privately owned. 

In order to effectively execute this long-term project, seed funding is requested from the BBI to 

initiate the first phase, which is focused on the coordination and establishment of a network of over 

350 landowners and stakeholders, as well as key government departments, and identifying the lead 

implementing organizations in each focal site and country within the proposed VSZ. This will lead 

to the next, hands-on phase, where the implementing organizations will undertake comprehensive site 
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assessments and landowner surveys at key properties to identify and map the threats present to 

vultures on each site/property within the VSZ. During the first phase, the Project team and 

implementing partners will make an assessment of current threats in co-operation with farmers, game 

breeders, private reserves and other stakeholders in the area. For the BBI specific project, the Project 

team will focus these initially on 10 large properties that have important breeding clusters of vultures. 

Working actively with willing landowners, these threats will be addressed in the second phase of the 

long-term project (beyond the scope of this project in years 2–5) and landowners will sign pledges to 

commit to managing their properties in a vulture safe manner. 

In concert with the site assessments in phase one, the Project team aims to undertake in-house wildlife 

poisoning response training at five key sites to radically reduce the loss of vultures (and other wildlife) 

to poisoning events that are currently surging across the proposed VSZ. This training is aimed at 

improving the capacity to respond to poisoning events by upskilling anti-poaching units, law 

enforcement officers, reserve managers, conservation agencies, and other key personnel, enabling the 

effective identification, coordination, management and decontamination of wildlife poisoning events 

and importantly, rescue and properly handle surviving poisoned wildlife. 

This proposed VSZ project has already gained a significant amount of momentum and buy-in from 

farmers, reserves and stakeholders. This work will ultimately help develop sustainable land practices 

that benefit both the people and wildlife within the VSZ. Importantly, this approach encourages 

positive action for wildlife, focusing less on prohibition and negative messaging, and more on sound 

environmental practices that could provide landowners with reputational and economic benefits. 

Goal and Objectives 

The goal of this Project is to foster long-term cooperation between the Endangered Wildlife Trust 

(EWT, South Africa), Raptors Botswana (Botswana), BirdLife Zimbabwe (Zimbabwe), and BirdLife 

South Africa (South Africa) on catalyzing and coordinating the formation of a broad network of 

landowners and stakeholders that commit to managing their properties in a vulture-safe manner, with 

a view to ultimately establishing the first transboundary vulture safe zone (VSZ) within important 

vulture sites of southern Africa. 

The immediate objectives to which the small-scale funding contributes are as follows: 

• Objective 1: To initiate the establishment of the first southern African transboundary vulture 

safe zone (VSZ) to slow and eventually reverse the decline of vulture species within our focal 

area. 

• Objective 2: To improve the response to wildlife poisoning events to reduce the loss of 

vultures to intentional and unintentional poisoning. 

Activities 

The activities to be carried out by the EWT, in collaboration with partners and with the support 

provided under this Agreement are the following: 

• Activity 1: In months 1–2, the Project team will facilitate and coordinate meetings to 

announce the VSZ project concept to target partners and stakeholders. Within these meetings, 

the Project team will identify key stakeholders to participate in the VSZ project and establish 

willing properties, protected areas, communities and farms to incorporate into the long term 

VSZ project. 



 

• Activity 2: In months 2-4, the Project team will conduct a systematic survey at ten key 

properties to establish the presence and extent of threats to vultures on properties and land 

across the proposed VSZ. The Project team will assess and rank each property according to 

the threats identified, which will inform Objective 2. 

• Activity 3: In months 2–4, the Project team will conduct training at five key sites for a total 

of 100 trainees – covering both theoretical and practical aspects – throughout the VSZ. The 

training will include rangers, and other law enforcement officials (e.g., Police Service, 

veterinarians and landowners). This training will up-skill these trainees in poisoning response 

protocols within the wildlife poisoning strategy (jointly developed with the EWT). 

• Activity 4: The Project team will issue every operational unit/section in the VSZ with a basic 

Wildlife Poisoning Response Kit. This field kit contains all the equipment and materials 

required to conduct a proper investigation and decontamination process of a wildlife 

poisoning scene. 

• Activity 5: The Project team will draft and prepare WPR protocols for the relevant properties.  

Planned Outputs  

The expected outputs are as follows: 

• Output 1: Key landowners have signed draft pledges to work towards managing their 

properties in a vulture safe manner and a network of relevant government officials is 

established. 

• Output 2: A map and comprehensive understanding of the threat landscape on 10 properties 

guides/informs the next phase of work to address these major threats and establish a VSZ. 

• Output 3: Anti-poaching Units, field rangers, and other law enforcement personnel trained to 

effectively respond to and handle wildlife poisoning incidents, reducing their impact on 

species and the environment, and help in the improvement of prosecution rates of poachers 

and identification of poisoning hotspots. As a result, we will enable trainees to rapidly assess 

and implement appropriate intervention measures following poisoning incidents. 

• Output 4: The drafting of wildlife poisoning response (WPR) protocols for the VSZ and the 

printing of an aide memoire that will assist with knowledge retention among trainees. 

Expected Outcomes 

The expected outcomes are as follows: 

• Outcome 1: Initial contact is made with: a) relevant landowners and draft pledges are secured 

from approximately 10 farmers to manage their properties in a vulture-friendly manner; and 

b) relevant government departments show buy-in to the establishment of the proposed VSZ. 

• Outcome 2: Upon completion of the project, site assessments and landowner engagements 

will be conducted at 10 key properties, leading to an understanding and comprehensive map 

of the threats, their extent, and scope on all focal properties within our proposed VSZ to guide 

the longer-term project. 

• Outcome 3: Upon completion of the project, site assessments and landowner engagements 

will be conducted at 10 key properties, leading to an understanding and comprehensive map 



 

of the threats, their extent, and scope on all focal properties within our proposed VSZ to guide 

the longer-term project. 

• Outcome 4: An improved capacity to treat and handle surviving wildlife at poisoning events 

and decontaminate a site. 

Schedule of Activities 

Dates Activity Brief Description 

March-May 2021  Activity 1 Identification of key stakeholders to participate in the 

VSZ project 

March-August 2021 Activity 2 Assessment and ranking of each partner property 

March – July 2021 Activity 3 Training on poisoning response protocols 

June-September 2021 Activity 4 Issuance of a basic Wildlife Poisoning Response 

(WPR) Kit to every operational unit/section in the 

VSZ 

June-September 2021 Activity 5 Drafting and preparation of WPR protocols 

Management and Coordination 

Project management will be under the responsibility of the EWT, which will initiate the project, 

drawing on its contacts within the proposed VSZ, relevant government departments and the scientific 

community. The EWT will also oversee the financial management of this project. 

Roles and Responsibilities of the Technical and Scientific Cooperation Partners 

Under the leadership of the EWT, the activities of this Project will involve the following institutions: 

EWT (South Africa), Raptors Botswana (Botswana), BirdLife Zimbabwe (Zimbabwe), and BirdLife 

South Africa (South Africa). 

Cooperation will be carried out along the following lines: 

• EWT (South Africa): 

o Lead the process with regards to the site assessments in cooperation with the relevant 

leading implementing parties in Botswana and Zimbabwe. 

o Present the poison response training.  

o Assist in the development of response protocols. 

o Ensure the distribution of kits to assist with the response to incidents.  

• Raptors Botswana (Botswana): 

o Present the poison response training. 

o Conduct site assessments.  

o Assist in the development of response protocols. 

• BirdLife Zimbabwe (Zimbabwe):  

o Conduct site assessments. 

o Assist in the development of response protocols. 



 

• BirdLife South Africa (South Africa):  

o Conduct site assessments.  

o Assist in the development of response protocols. 

Technology and/or Service Providers 

The Wildlife Poisoning Response Kits and related materials will be procured from one the following 

identified providers: the Kit bags are made locally and support a small community business based in 

South Africa, the Lim Gau Trading Enterprises. Kit contents are sourced locally from a variety of 

pharmacies and are assembled with the help of raptor rehabilitation centers, African Raptor Sanctuary 

and Moholoholo Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre.  

The IUCN SSC Vulture Specialist Group and the CMS Multi-species Action Plan for African 

Vultures will provide technical assistance in the course of this Project.  


