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Even vultures have a ‘restaurant’ in Vic Falls
Zivisai Chagaka

Conservation of wildlife and the environment is of major concern for most
tourism operators in Zimbabwe, especially now as a result of global warming
and climate change. But the ever-present
scourge of poaching and human-wildlife
conflict has compounded the problems
for the sector.
At the iconic Victoria Falls Safari Lodge
— tucked on a hilltop just outside the
town of Victoria Falls — they have what
they aptly call the Vulture Culture Experience. Vulture Culture can be likened to
a “feeding scheme” where vultures are
fed left-over animal carcasses from the
kitchen at 1pm daily and the birds have
come to expect it.
It is “a conservation project that strives
to protect endangered vultures while educating and giving visitors a unique experience about these remarkable birds”.
Africa Albida Tourism (AAT) Group
operations manager Andy Conn said the
practice not only serves to assist in the
continued survival of the vulture, but
also increases awareness of the vulture
as an important part of the ecosystem.
Conn said the purpose of the programme, started 15 years ago, was not
feed the vultures, but to supplement
their feeding for tourism purposes and
to actually draw them away from where
they would be harmed.
But with human populations encroaching even further into wildlife habitats
anywhere else in the world, including
Zimbabwe, the need to balance demand
for land and conservation of wildlife becomes a critical choice.
Though vultures are protected under
the Parks and Wildlife Act in Zimbabwe
and their killing is prohibited, they still
suffer widespread habitat destruction as
a result of human encroachment which is
impacting on nesting and, thus, breeding.
Poaching, on the other hand, is taking a toll on wildlife numbers and the
vulture in particular. The vulture is one
of Zimbabwe’s largest birds of prey with
five species — the white-headed vulture,
hooded, white-backed, cape and lappet-faced vulture — listed as criticallyendangered. They live on scavenging for
animal carcasses and are listed globally
as the most endangered group of all bird
species.
With wingspans of 1,4 metres to 2,4m,
vultures fly vast distances in search of
food.
Illegal poisoning of wildlife, particularly elephants in the country’s game
parks, has caused a chain reaction with
disastrous effects on the vulture which
is the hardest hit by indiscriminate
poisoning.
In July last year, 94 white-backed
vultures were reported dead after feeding on a poisoned elephant carcass in
Gonarezhou, along the country’s border
with Mozambique.
Even in the Victoria Falls National Park
— in the country’s prime resort — 13 elephant carcasses were discovered off the
Kazungula Road and seven white-backed
vulture carcasses on the scene, which
strongly suggested that the vultures had
fed off the poisoned elephant carcasses.
As Garira, the AAT wildlife supervisor will tell you: “Vultures are an integral
part of the ecosystem as they clean up the
bush of diseased carcasses; without them
our environment would be foul-smelling
and full of disease.”
Garira said vultures have actually been
“human carers” for centuries as they eat
animals that would have died of anthrax
or foot and mouth, hence preventing the
outbreak of deadly diseases; but sadly
can die from chemicals.
“We therefore must take care of the
vulture because without them human
life is in great danger,” he said. “We run
the risk of the vulture going into extinction just like the dodo bird, a now extinct
flightless bird that was endemic to the island of Mauritius.”
He said vultures have a slow gestation
period as a result they cannot multiply
fast. For example, the white-backed female lays a single egg, sharing the incu-

Vulture restaurant … Vulture Culture is an important part of conserving dwindling vulture populations.

AAT Group wildlife supervisor Moses Garira makes a hasty exit from the vulture restaurant.

Ladies and gentlemen, lunch is served
As feeding time approaches, vultures start
circling the thatched lodges on the Africa Albida Tourism Group estate camouflaged in the
bushes below, writes Zivisai Chagaka. And as
they glide majestically in the thermals of the
clear blue skies, their numbers swell as the
countdown progresses, creating a fascinating
spectacle too good to ignore.
Some, of course, descend and perch on the
trees near their “restaurant”, while others just
“walk in” and wait to be served.
But it is not only the different species of
vultures — three that were easily identifiable
— that can be seen, but the marabou storks
also join the fray.
And when the waiter — a gentleman in
khaki wear with AAT branding, Moses Garira,
the Vulture Culture Experience tour guide —
descends to the “restaurant” just below, a
few dozen metres on the slopes of the valley,
he is met with restless customers numbering
anything between 100 to 150. Closely behind
Garira is a line of tourists snaking down the
valley, including anxious children who keep
peeking from left to right and vice-versa, who
want to witness this spectacle which might
count as one of the must-dos in Victoria Falls
besides visiting the thundering smoke falls
themselves, game drives, bungee jumping,
dinner at the Boma and Drum Show, among
others.
He unpacks the day’s dish from a huge
cooler box, throwing bits and pieces in all directions (under the watchful eye of his clients,
of course, who are just a blink of an eye away
from lunging onto their day’s feast).
From the look of things, Garira and his clients know and understand each other very
well. Whenever he feels his guests are rushing
to feed before he is finished dishing out the
food, he casually raises his hands in the air to
disperse them — they comply, but the reluctance is very palpable.
When he finally finishes serving the delicious dish — it is from one of the top lodges
in the country by the way — on the dusty red
ground that is clean swept by constant trampling, he makes a hasty exit; and the feeding
frenzy begins.
It is a scramble of ferocious proportions
which raises a cloud of dust that engulfs

tourists who are tucked in a shed just yards
away from the “restaurant”. There seems to
be more pushing and shoving than the feeding itself. But sure enough as any storm will
eventually pass, after a couple of minutes, the
commotion subsides, but the fights will not. A
couple of birds savage each other for a bone,
which has completely been stripped of flesh.
The few marabou storks seem lost in the
confusion. With their large beaks and towering
over the vultures, one would think they are at
an advantage, but it is all too much for them
that most of the time they are forced to retreat from one point to another lest they get
caught up in the crossfire.
As some of the vultures start flying away, it
creates more space to manoeuvre for the less
fit and poor feeders like the white-headed and
hooded vultures. These are in fact smaller than
the white-backed and cape vultures which, by
look of things, make the most of this lunch.
But the scuffling by the vultures opens opportunities for the storks: a bone the size of
a half brick falls on the feet of one malabo
stork from nowhere. Before a vulture could
phantom how he was going to pick it, the
stork swiftly snatches it, throws it halfway his
large beak, hesitates as if to gain momentum,
and throws it down his throat in one glop. He
pauses and waits as if expecting another bone
to stray again.
The tourists, who are by now transfixed
to the drama unfolding before them, can be
heard exclaiming: “Oh!”, “What …!”, “Uuuhhh!”, “Oh, my God!” The cameras and phones
click away such that one would think there is
a press conference.
Slowly but surely, after 15 minutes, the
spectacle is gone. Most of the birds spread
their huge wings and fly off into the wilderness.
A couple of vultures remain in the restaurant to scavenge for any more left-overs.
When Garira finishes his briefing on Vulture
Culture, the awe-struck tourists make their
way back up to the balcony of the lodge. You
cannot help but notice the smile and an air of
satisfaction on the faces of the tourists: they
are aware however of the lurking danger of
wild animals in the bushes around them as
the estate is hidden deep in the Victoria Falls
National Park.

bation with her mate for around 56 days.
The pale grey chick is fed by both parents
until they fledge at 120 to 130 days of age.
BirdLife Zimbabwe likens them to “a
biological recycling team which clears
away carcasses and prevent the spread of
diseases like anthrax, rabies, tuberculosis
and botulism. They are essential for our
health”.
“Without their heroics, these diseases contaminate water sources, creating
a knock-on effect that threatens both
ours and our animal compatriots’ lives …
How would your local environment look
(and smell) if the garbage-disposal team
disappeared?”
BirdLife has identified three areas
where most vultures breed. These are the
Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area (popularly known as Kaza),
the Zambezi Valley and the South East
Lowveld.
However, Garira said the major threats
to vultures include power lines given that
vultures have large wingspans and are
unable to change direction easily at short
notice and loss of food supply as humans
encroach on wildlife areas.
Poachers also deliberately poison vultures to avoid alerting wildlife rangers on
the location of a poached animal.
“Vultures are sentinels of the skies
and when there is a dead animal on the
ground, vultures immediately start circling the site and this alerts rangers to
the possibility of a poached carcass. So
poachers deliberately poison vultures to
eliminate this threat,” Garira said.
He said of late the use of a vulture’s
body parts for traditional medicine has
been of major concern. Some traditional
healers believe different body parts of the
vulture can cure disease and can be used
by punters as a charm to predict winning numbers as they believe the vulture
dreams of its next meal.
There is also the threat of indirect poisoning from farmers and persecution
from certain cultures that mistakenly
perceive it as a pest.
Farmers near and around wildlife parks
have also become a new menace to vultures. Farmers are using poison baits
typically targeting predators such as lions
and hyenas that would have killed their
livestock in retaliation.
The widespread use of a drug called
diclofenac on cattle by farmers has also
contributed to the decimation of vulture
populations. When these cattle die, farmers discard the carcasses, vultures are the
first on the carcass, hence the drug harms
or kills them.
Meanwhile, Conn said AAT was not
stopping at feeding the vultures only,
but in partnership with conservation organisations such as Victoria Falls Wildlife Trust and VulPro, they were donating
a dollar off their menu on certain dishes
marked with a vulture towards conservation efforts of the bird.
AAT is actively and deeply involved in
other wildlife activities in the Victoria
Falls. It is the major sponsor of the Victoria Falls Anti-Poaching Unit, a professional outfit that works in collaboration
with Zimparks and the police, and also
partners the tourist resort’s municipality in a recycling project, among other
initiatives.

