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Abstract

The Egyptian Vulture Neophron percnopterus is critically endangered in Italy, with only 11–14 
pairs censused in recent years, most of them in Sicily. Urgent conservation actions are therefore
needed to prevent any mortality and increase the productivity of each pair. Here we present a 
case of supplementary feeding carried out in Sicily to sustain a breeding adult male Egyptian
Vulture that lost his mate after hatching on May 19, 2023. The single male took advantage of the 
supplementary feeding right from the beginning and raised a chick until it fledged on July 26. He
also formed a pair with a new adult female that was attracted by the food we provided. The new
female showed aggressive behaviour towards the young immediately after fledging. However, 
five days after fledgling, the young was observed flying alongside the adults, suggesting that the 
breeding was successful.
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INTRODUCTION

The Egyptian Vulture Neophron perc-
nopterus is a migratory Old World vul-
ture whose breeding range extends from 
north-western Africa and Portugal in the 
west to Central Asia and India in the east 
(Botha et al. 2017), and whose winter-
ing areas are mainly located in the Sahel 
zone, East Africa, Arabian Peninsula and 
the Indian subcontinent (Botha et al. 
2017, Buechley et al. 2021, Burnside et 
al 2023). Because of the rapid population 
decline in many parts of its range, the 
species is listed as globally endangered 
by the IUCN, with an overall population 
estimated between 12,400 and 36,000 
mature individuals (BirdLife International 
2025). The European population, totalling 
3,000–4,500 breeding pairs, has declined 
by at least 10% over the last three gener-
ations (BirdLife International 2025).

The leading causes of this steady de-
cline are human-related: poisoning (includ-
ing lead-poisoning), electrocution, collision 
with overhead wires and wind turbines, 
poaching, disturbance and habitat chang-
es (Donázar et al. 2002, Sarà & Di Vittorio 
2003, Iñigo et al. 2008, Zuberogoitia et al. 
2008, Hernández & Margalida 2009, Ange-
lov et al. 2013, Grubač et al. 2014, Şen et 
al. 2017, Parvanov et al. 2018, Oppel et al. 
2021, Ceccolini et al. 2023).

In Europe, the main strongholds of 
the species occur in the western Medi-

terranean (Portugal, Spain and France) 
whereas only small populations survive 
in the Balkans and Italy (EBCC 2022). In 
the latter country, the Egyptian Vulture 
was widely distributed on the mainland 
and in Sicily until the middle of the last 
century (Andreotti & Leonardi, 2009), 
but its breeding range and population 
are currently extremely reduced. In the 
2019–2023 breeding seasons only 11–14 
pairs have been recorded, 8–9 of which in 
Sicily, 2–4 in Southern Italy and 1 in Sar-
dinia (Ceccolini et al. 2023, De Rosa et al. 
2024, M Di Vittorio & WWF Italia raptors 
project pers. com.).

To counteract this situation, several con-
servation projects have been launched over 
the last two decades (see, for instance, LIFE 
Rupis in the Iberian Peninsula, LIFE Egyp-
tian Vulture in Italy and the Canary Islands, 
Return of the Neophron and Egyptian Vul-
ture New LIFE in the Balkans). In addition 
to the actions carried out to tackle threats 
menacing this species, the release of cap-
tive-bred individuals has been undertaken 
in Israel, Italy and Bulgaria (Arkumarev et 
al. 2020, Efrat et al. 2022, Ceccolini et al. 
2023). Restocking has proved to be an effec-
tive measure to sustain small populations, 
but very expensive (Ferrer et al. 2018); 
furthermore, the low productivity of cap-
tive pairs in several cases hindered large-
scale releasing programmes (Ceccolini  
& Cenerini 2023). Consequently, any action  
aimed at preventing adult and juvenile 
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mortality or supporting the breeding suc-
cess of wild pairs, such as the insulation 
of electric power lines or the activation of 
supplementary feeding stations, becomes 
even more relevant to ensure the positive 
outcomes of the restocking efforts.

Here we present a case of supplemen-
tary feeding carried out to sustain a breed-
ing adult male Egyptian Vulture that lost 
his mate after hatching (see Fig. 1 for the 
events timeline), with the aim of sharing 
our experience with other people working 
for the conservation of this species else-
where.

CASE DESCRIPTION
On May 19, 2023, an adult Egyptian 

Vulture was found dead in western Sicily, 
close to a breeding site monitored in the 
framework of the WWF Italia raptors pro-
ject (Fig. 1). The autopsy carried out on 
May 21 revealed that it was a female shot 
by a poacher.

The project staff immediately began an 
intensive survey to ascertain whether the 
dead individual was one of the partners  

of the territorial pair monitored up to 
that point.

By May 21, it was clear that only one 
adult was visiting the nest and therefore 
that the shot individual was the breeding 
female from this nest. Furthermore, its be-
haviour suggested that in the nest cavity, 
not easily visible because very deep, there 
was at least one chick. Supplementary feed-
ing was immediately provided on a ledge at 
the base of the rocky wall about 200 me-
ters from the nest. This decision was tak-
en to maximize the chances that the single 
male could raise the offspring, managing to 
find enough food without leaving the nest 
unattended. About an hour after the first 
supply of food, the male took a few pieces 
of meat and immediately brought them to 
the nest.

Since then, the nest has been regularly  
monitored for the following 70 days, dur-
ing which supplementary feeding was 
provided 26 times by the volunteers of 
the Gruppo Tutela Rapaci, with the finan-
cial support of Stiftung pro Artenvielfalt, 
EBN Italia, LIPU and LIFE project Egyptian 
vulture. Initially, the food was supplied 

Figure 1. Timeline with the most important events recorded from hatching to the abandonment of 
the breeding territory.
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daily in small quantities, then, as the 
breeding season progressed, the frequen-
cy decreased, and quantities increased 
(max interval: four days in the fledging 
period). Overall, around 350 kilograms of 
food were provided (daily min: 5 kg, dai-
ly max: 35 kg), mainly chickens, rabbits, 
eggs and slaughter waste purchased from 
local butchers.

On May 22 and 23, the site was visited 
by two other adult Egyptian Vultures, one 
of which began to eat the food supplied 
to support the single male. It cannot be 
ruled out that the two new adults were 
members of other nesting couples, as 
there were other breeding pairs in the 
surroundings—the closest of which was 
only 10 km away.

On the morning of May 24, an “intruder”,  
easily recognizable by its plumage and 
already observed the day before, was at-
tacked by the local male as soon as it ap-
proached the food. The mobbing behaviour 
continued for approximately ten minutes. 
However, after about one hour, both indi-
viduals were seen feeding together and the 
local male started bringing pieces of meat 
to the nest to feed the offspring. In the fol-
lowing days, the pattern described above 
was repeated. The intruder constantly vis-
ited the site and the male allowed it to feed 
but not to approach the nest (Fig. 2).

On June 2, the two adults were ob-
served for the first time resting togeth-
er on a ledge not far from the nest. On 
the morning of the next day, they were 
observed flying close each other and 
moving away towards the nearby valley. 
After about half an hour they returned 

and perched together on the nesting cliff. 
However, when the new adult tried to 
approach the nest, it was immediately at-
tacked by the local male and moved away 
from the site. On the same day, shortly 
after noon, the local male returned to the 
nest with food supplied by us and during 
the feeding of the offspring it was possi-
ble to ascertain the presence of a single 
chick, whose age was estimated at 25–30 
days based on the plumage.

On June 4, the new adult was observed 
near the nest offering a piece of meat to 
the male, that seemed to accept it. In the 
following days, the two vultures fed to-
gether on the food provided to support the 
breeding and often moved away together. 
The local male showed no further aggres-
sive behaviour towards the other adult.

Figure 2. Active nest defence by the male on 
May 26 (Coco M.).
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On June 8, the two adults copulated, 
and it became clear that the new individ-
ual was a female that had therefore re-
placed the dead mate.

On June 10, the female visited the nest 
for the first time, without any aggressive 
reaction from the male. However, the fe-
male did not approach the chick that, at 
the sight of the female, moved away to 
the innermost part of the nest.

On June 13, the two adults left the 
breeding site and returned at around 7:00 
pm, the female carrying the hind end of 
a rabbit in her beak. When they landed 
close to the nest, the male took posses-
sion of the rabbit, then both vultures en-
tered the nest. The female, however, flew 
away almost immediately and the chick 
was fed by the male.

In the following days the two adults 
always remained together, and several 
times entered the nest together. How-
ever, no interactions were observed be-
tween the female and the chick, that was 
only fed by the male. Furthermore, some-
times the female was observed entering 
the nest and feeding inside it, but with-
out ever offering food to the chick, that at 
that moment appeared very developed, 
completely feathered and capable of 
feeding itself with the food brought only 
by the male.

The young continued to be supplied 
with food by the male and began to 
spend a lot of time outside the nest, un-
til it fledged on July 26. About two hours 
after fledging, the young, perched on a 
rock not far from the nest, was attacked 
by the female, who grabbed it with her 

claws and threw it to the ground, while 
the male was absent. After the attack, 
the juvenile was seen missing at least two 
secondary feathers from the left wing.

On July 27, the three birds were seen 
perched together on the nesting cliff (Fig. 3).

On July 31, the young was observed 
flying alongside the adults near the nest-
ing site.

On August 2, the two adults were ob-
served in flight and subsequently perch-
ing inside a cavity in the nesting cliff, but 
the juvenile was not observed. No Egyp-
tian Vulture was spotted in the following 
two surveys on August 3 and 18.

Supplementary feeding was regularly 
utilised by both adults throughout the 
period, but as the chick grew up, the food 
we provided contributed to a lesser ex-
tent to its diet, most likely because the 
male was able to leave the nest unattend-
ed to look for prey in his hunting territory.

In the following 2024 breeding season, 
the same nest cavity was occupied on 
March 14 by a pair that successfully raised 
two chicks. It was not possible to ascertain 
if the two adults were the same observed 
in 2023.

Figure 2. The two adults and the young perched 
together on July 27 (Coco M.).
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CONCLUSIONS
The recovery of an adult Egyptian Vul-

ture shot dead in May confirms that ille-
gal killing still represents one of the major 
threats to birds of prey in Italy.

The prompt supply of supplementary 
food, immediately utilised by the male, 
supported him in raising the chick until 
fledging. This highlights the importance 
of the feeding stations as a conservation 
tool for this endangered species.

The sudden turnover of the female 
suggests the presence of a number of 
floaters, a positive sign of the local pop-
ulation viability. Sicily therefore proves 
to be crucial for the conservation of this 
species in Italy.

The chick was fed only by the male, 
while the new female never provided food 
or any parental care, even after the pair 
formed. The female’s poor propensity to 
take care of the offspring is consistent with 
what reported by Ceccolini & Cenerini 
(2023) regarding the reproduction of the 
Egyptian Vulture in captivity. They noted, 
in fact, that a single female does not incu-
bate the eggs but eats them within one day 
the removal of the mate from the aviary, 
whereas a single male usually incubates 
the eggs and often rears the chicks success-
fully.

The time of fledging was in line with 
what is normally observed in Sicily, as 
well as the time in which the adult birds 
leave the nesting site.

The female showed aggressive behav-
iour towards the young soon after fledging, 
probably because she did not recognise the 

young as her offspring and considered it an 
intruder. Although aggressiveness of adults 
towards the offspring has been observed in 
other species of birds of prey at the end of 
the post-fledging period (see, e.g. Newton 
1979, Alonso et al. 1987), this behaviour is 
unusual in the Egyptian Vulture, because 
territorial adults are tolerant towards newly  
fledged juveniles (Ceballos & Donázar 
1990, Cortone & Mordente 1997, Corsange 
et al. 2005).

Our observations do not allow to ex-
clude that the female continued to be ag-
gressive after we stopped detecting the 
birds near the nest, to the point of pre-
venting the young from accessing paren-
tal care and supplementary feeding. How-
ever, the fact that five days after fledgling 
the young was observed in flight together 
with the adults suggests that the breed-
ing was successful. Indeed, observations 
carried out in the post-fledging period 
(Donázar & Ceballos 1990) and the ex-
perience gained with first-calendar-year 
captive-bred individuals released by the 
hacking method (Ceccolini et al. 2023) 
revealed that Egyptian Vultures can start 
migrating very soon, without any support 
by adults and independently of them af-
ter a short dependence period, even nine 
days after fledging, or six days after the 
release in the wild.

In summary, this case demonstrates 
that a single adult can successfully raise 
a chick if supported by supplementary 
feeding, but also that the aggressive-
ness of a new partner towards the off-
spring could potentially compromise the 
breeding outcome. Therefore, in similar 
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circumstances, the option of reallocating 
the chicks to captive breeding and/or re-
stocking programmes should be consid-
ered on a case-by-case basis.
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