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1 Project	Summary	

1.1 Project	Description	

Vulture	 populations	 are	 rapidly	 declining	 across	 Africa.	 In	 Malawi,	 five	 species,	 palm-nut	 vultures	 (Gypohierax	

angolensis),	 hooded	 vultures	 (Necrosyrtes	 monachus),	 white-backed	 vultures	 (Gyps	 africanus),	 Lappet-faced	

vultures	 (Torgos	 tracheliotus),	 and	 the	 white-headed	 vultures	 (Trigonoceps	 occipitalis)	 are	 threatened	 with	

poisoning,	low	food	availability	due	to	poaching,	and	habitat	loss.	There	is	a	critical	lack	of	research	on	vultures	and	

their	 status	 in	Malawi,	 with	 only	 a	 recent	 literature	 review	 completed	 as	 a	MSc	 study	 for	 Nyika	 National	 Park	

(NNP).	 This	 pilot	 study	 aims	 to	 assess	 the	 populations,	 threats,	 and	 potential	 conservation	 strategies	 for	 these	

species	 in	 Nyika	 National	 Park.	 Nyika	 is	 the	 largest	 national	 park	 in	 Malawi	 containing	 a	 1,800km2	 montane	

plateau,	which	is	home	to	400	out	of	the	600	recorded	bird	species	in	Malawi.	We	aimed	to	record	vultures	along	

road-driven	 transects,	opportunistic	 sightings	 (from	researchers,	park	staff,	 safari	guides),	 carcass-based	counts,	

and	nest	counts.	This	project	is	run	by	the	Lilongwe	Wildlife	Trust	jointly	with	Carnivore	Research	Malawi	(CRM)	

who	conduct	carnivore	research	in	NNP.	We	will	examine	relationships	in	the	vulture	and	carnivore	data,	in	terms	

of	 predator	 and	 prey	 populations	 and	 dynamics.	 We	 will	 collaborate	 with	 Nyika-Vwaza	 Trust	 (NVT)	 and	 the	



	 2	

Malawi	Department	of	National	Parks	and	Wildlife	(DNPW).	This	is	a	pilot	study	to	be	expanded	into	a	long-term	

research	project	assessing	and	monitoring	vulture	populations	across	Malawi.		

	

1.2 Methods	

Vulture	encounter	rates	were	conducted	using	road	transect	surveys.	5km	transects	were	driven	slowly	during	the	

morning	 hours.	 For	 sightings,	 we	 recorded	 species,	 number	 of	 individuals,	 age	 and	 sex	 classes,	 habitat	 type,	

altitude,	 behaviour	 (flying:	 low,	 medium,	 thermalling,	 perching,	 feeding),	 and	 distance	 to	 observer,	 as	 well	 as	

situational	data	such	as	weather	and	temperature.	We	collected	observational	data	when	vultures	are	sighted	by	

DNPW	staff	and	rangers	and	lodge	guides.	For	this	project	we	will	use	camera	trap	photographs	to	capture	vultures	

and	identify	numbers,	species,	age	and	sex	classes,	how	long	they	spend	on	the	carcass,	and	what	species	they	feed	

on.	

1.3 Post-project	follow-up	

Throughout	December	2018	and	January	2019	we	are	conducting	data	analysis.	We	will	share	our	results	 to	the	

African	Raptor	Database	and	BirdLife	International	Data	Zone.	A	final	summary	report	will	be	sent	to	all	 funders	

and	 interested	 parties,	 including	 the	 DNPW	 and	 the	Wildlife	 and	 Environmental	 Society	 of	 Malawi	 (WESM)	 in	

January.	 Recommendations	were	made	 to	NNP	DNPW	 staff	 to	 continue	monitoring	 the	 vulture	 populations	 and	

continue	the	research.	We	will	be	following-up	with	the	research	staff	there	next	year.	Further	development	of	this	

project	 to	 increase	 its	 success	 and	 impact	 will	 be	 undertaken	 in	 2019	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 creating	 a	 more	 robust	

research	strategy	for	long-term	monitoring.		

2 Research	Accomplishments	

We	surveyed	Nyika	NP	during	June	–	July	2018.	During	this	time,	we	conducted	28	driven	transects	for	a	total	of	

140km.	 We	 recorded	 only	 1	 sighting	 of	 25-30	 vultures	 flying	 during	 a	 transect,	 and	 2	 sightings	 of	 perched	

individuals	opportunistically.	Working	wit	the	DNPW,	we	put	camera	traps	on	2	naturally	occurring	carcasses,	one	

juvenile	hyena	and	one	zebra,	causes	of	death	unknown.	We	also	put	out	three	goat	carcasses	for	bait.		

	

Activity	 Effort	 Sightings	 Species	 Mean	
individuals/sighting	

Behaviour	

Driven	Transects	 28	 3	 White-backed	 30	 Flying	low;	perching	
Carcasses	 4	 1	 White-backed;	

Lappet-faced	
12	 Feeding		

Camera	trap	days	 28	 	 	 	 	
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The	hyena	carcass	yielded	no	vulture	sightings	as	it	might	have	been	too	waterlogged	having	spent	time	in	a	small	

dam.	The	goats	as	well	did	not	attract	any	vultures.	They	might	have	been	too	small	to	be	detected	by	the	vultures,	

and	 they	 were	 moved	 (away	 from	 our	 camera	 traps)	 quite	 quickly	 by	 hyenas.	 Goats	 proved	 more	 difficult	 to	

acquire	 than	expected	due	 to	 the	remoteness	of	 the	Nyika	Plateau.	The	zebra	carcass,	however,	yielded	our	best	

results.	The	carcass	was	detected	by	our	research	team	by	the	nearby	presence	of	perched	vultures.	We	set	up	one	

camera	trap	on	this	carcass,	which	recorded	1,154	images	from	2	days.	The	species	that	were	sighted	on	transect	

and	 on	 the	 zebra	 carcass	 were	 white-backed	 vultures	 (Gyps	 africanus)	 and	 lappet-faced	 vultures	 (Torgos	

tracheliotus).	There	were	an	average	of	12	vultures	captured	in	each	camera	trap	image,	but	only	a	maximum	of	3	

lappet-faced	vultures	in	any	one	photo.	The	3	lappet-faced	individuals	were	all	adults,	whereas	the	white-backed	

were	 a	 mixture	 of	 adults	 and	 juveniles.	 Vultures	 arrived	 in	 the	 morning	 and	 stayed	 consistently	 throughout	

daylight	hours	for	a	total	of	around	19	hours	on	the	carcass,	with	the	white-backed	arriving	first	and	staying	well	

after	the	last	lappet-faced.	The	recording	time	ended	when	hyenas	moved	the	deflated	carcass	out	of	sight	from	the	

camera	traps.	Other	species	that	were	captured	on	the	camera	traps	were	hyenas	(Crocuta	crocuta),	zebra	(Equus	

quagga),	eland	(Taurotragus	oryx),	and	pied	crows	(Corvus	albus).		
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3 Challenges	

We	faced	many	challenges	and	limitations	when	conducting	this	project.	The	first	was	that	we	had	to	shorten	our	

research	period	due	to	shortage	of	personnel.	This	project	was	originally	in	collaboration	with	Carnivore	Research	

Malawi	team	based	in	NNP;	however,	they	were	no	longer	operating	in	NNP	just	prior	to	the	commencement	of	this	

research.	Therefore	our	research	was	conducted	over	a	two-month	period	in	the	winter	dry	season,	which	does	not	

give	 us	 the	 full	 understanding	 of	 the	 target	 populations	 in	 all	 seasons.	 Seasonality	 could	 also	 explain	 the	 low	

number	 of	 sightings.	 Because	 of	 our	 shortened	 research	 period,	 we	 did	 not	 get	 to	 use	 as	 many	 carcasses	 as	

anticipated.	To	supplement	this	we	used	three	dead	goats	as	possible	bait,	but	these	proved	either	too	small	for	the	

vultures	to	spot,	or	were	discovered	and	moved	by	hyenas	before	vultures	detected	them.		

4 Dissemination	of	Information	

A	final	report	on	this	project	 is	being	published	and	will	be	disseminated	to	the	DNPW,	WESM,	the	Nyika-Vwaza	

Trust,	 and	all	 funders	and	other	 interested	parties.	Our	sightings	 reports	will	be	shared	with	 the	African	Raptor	

Database	and	BirdLife	 International	Data	Zone.	Progress	 and	 stories	have	been	 shared	on	 the	LWT	website	 and	

social	media	to	increase	awareness	of	the	project.		

5 Financial	Report	

We	received	£1,985 (1,865,900mwk) from African Bird Club. At the end of our fieldwork for this project we 

are remaining with £228.40. LWT is willing to return these funds to ABC if requested to do so. Below are 

the expenditures of the grant funding this project. Travel includes vehicle fuel, vehicle maintenance, and 

other travel, accommodation is the rent paid to the research cabin in NNP, supplies and equipment covers 

a GPS, photocopies, goats, batteries for camera traps, etc, and scout payments were made to the DNPW 

for assistance from their trained rangers who were integral to the completion of this project. Please note 
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that the original requested amount for accommodation increased in full due to project partners leaving the 

field site during this time. All receipts are held by LWT accounting for five years and can be requested.  

	

Income       

Date     
Malawi Kwacha 
(MWK) 

British Pounds 
(GBP) 

10-Apr-18     1,865,900 1,985 
     
Requested   Expenditures   

Item 
Malawi Kwacha 
(MWK) 

British Pounds 
(GBP) 

Malawi Kwacha 
(MWK) 

British Pounds 
(GBP) 

Travel 1,108,530 1,160 517,860 550.91 
Accommodation  478,245 500 940,000 1000.00 
Supplies and 
Equipment 191,650 200 158,343 168.45 
Scout Payments 120,000 125 35,000 37.23 
          
Total     1,651,203 1,756.60 
Surplus     214,697 228.40 
NB:	GBP	to	MWK	exchange	rate	used	was	940	

	

	


