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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background  

 

The recent discovery and production of crude oil off the coast of the Western Region of 

Ghana has resulted in many potential conservation threats to biodiversity. These potential 

threats include rapid infrastructural development in peri-urban areas, high demand for land 

for infrastructural and business development, as well as an increasing human population of 

the southwestern coast of the country (deGraft-Johnson et al., 2010; Sakyi et al., 2012). 

These factors have led to a rapid destruction and degradation of sensitive coastal habitats 

including areas suitable for Hooded Vultures Necrosyrtes monachus. The species is currently 

believed to have suffered appreciable population decline in Ghana and is consumed as food, 

used in traditional medicine and black magic, and may be the subject of an undercover trade 

across the borders of Ghana (Gbogbo et al. 2016). Furthermore, the Hooded Vulture is 

generally persecuted by many. 

 

As a critically endangered species on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 

(BirdLife International, 2018), it is essential to maintain an up-to-date knowledge of the 

populations of Hooded Vulture in the face of rapid infrastructural development and 

urbanization, as well as other major threats. This project provided recent baseline data 

required for future studies of Hooded Vulture populations in southwestern coastal Ghana. It 

also provided a much-needed conservation education and awareness creation campaign on 

the importance of vultures as an integral component of our urban ecosystems in the region. 

1.2 Aims of the project 

  

1. To identify and document major population strongholds of Hooded Vulture in coastal 

communities of the Western Region of Ghana. 

2. To document the abundance of Hooded Vulture in various localities to serve as a baseline 

for subsequent population monitoring in southwestern coastal Ghana.  

3. To assess local people’s perceptions and knowledge of the Hooded Vulture in the study 

area.  

4. To undertake conservation education and awareness creation in fringe communities of 

Hooded Vulture population strongholds.  

5. To make recommendations for future research, monitoring and conservation of vultures in 

the south-western coastal region of Ghana.  
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2.0 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Study area 

 

This study was carried out in the Western Region of Ghana, which is the southernmost 

province of the country. The Sekondi-Takoradi metropolis spans an area of (219 km2) and 

lies between 4° 53' 0" North, 1° 45' 0" West (www.stma.ghanadistricts.gov.gh). The 

metropolis is the administrative capital of the region located along the western part of 

Ghana’s coast, about 242 km west of Accra, the national capital.  

The habitat of the study area is predominantly urban and peri-urban communities of 

human habitation, but with several pockets of suitable wooded areas with tall potential roost 

trees for Hooded Vultures. There are several plantations of the coconut palm Cocos nucifera 

on the beaches along the coast and further inland. Even though forest is not necessarily a 

preferred habitat for Hooded Vultures, the study area encompasses Cape Three Points Forest 

Reserve whose edge provides potentially suitable roosting habitat for the species. 

Figure 1: Map of the Western Region of Ghana showing the study areas. 

about:blank
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2.2 Surveys for identification and documentation of major population strongholds and 

abundance of Hooded Vulture  

 

Prior to the beginning of the Hooded Vulture population surveys, consultations were held 

with officials of the Wildlife Division of the Forestry Commission of Ghana, local 

government officials and leaders of local communities in order to identify and locate any 

feeding or roost sites in the project study area. The information gathered from this process 

yielded a list of feeding and roost sites. To document major population strongholds of the 

Hooded Vulture, surveys were conducted at these identified vantage locations, which 

included slaughterhouses, garbage dumps, and areas with very tall trees near the 

aforementioned places in 22 communities. This approach has proved successful in identifying 

important sites for previous vulture surveys (Roberts, 2013; Gbogbo et al. 2016).  

 

To document the abundance of birds, roost counts were conducted between 06h:00 

and 09h:00 when vultures were likely to be present at roost sites. Each roost site was 

surveyed twice during the study, once each in the dry (November - March) and wet seasons 

(April - October) of 2017. On each survey day, a roost site was observed and all birds present 

were counted and recorded. In some instances, a pair of binoculars was used to take a closer 

look at birds that were over 100 m away to ascertain species identity. The Birds of Ghana 

Helm Filed Guide by Borrow and Demey (2010) was used for bird identification where 

necessary.        

 

2.3 Local people’s perceptions and knowledge of Hooded Vulture 

 

To obtain information about local people’s perceptions and knowledge of Hooded Vulture 

structured interviews were conducted in all the study towns and villages. Questionnaires were 

administered to 110 community members. A minimum of three community members were 

interviewed in each of the 22 surveyed communities. This number was influenced by the 

willingness or otherwise, of community members to cooperate during interviews. The mean 

number of interviewees per town/village was 5 (SD = 2, range = 3 – 12). Upon arrival at a 

village where a study site such as a slaughterhouse, a garbage dump, or an area with very tall 

trees is located, the chief or village head and his/ her opinion leaders were informed about the 

project following the approach by Annorbah et al. (2016). A field assistant subsequently 

walked around the village and interviewed any residents willing to respond to a set of 

questions from a prepared questionnaire (Appendix 7.1).  
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2.4 Conservation education and awareness creation in survey communities 

 

Training in Hooded Vulture identification and population survey techniques was conducted 

for vulture survey volunteers and officers from the Amansuri Community Resource 

Management Area, which is managed by the Ghana Wildlife Society. Some of the volunteers 

were drawn from local communities. Educational materials in the form of information leaflets 

were distributed to the participants and other community members. This aspect of the project 

was meant to develop the capacity of these volunteers and officers in subsequent vulture 

monitoring and conservation education and awareness creation activities in the wider project 

area. 

 

2.5 Data analyses 

 

All analyses were carried out using the Excel Statistical programme in the Microsoft Office 

Package. Results were presented in simple percentages, tables and figures. The abundance of 

vultures was determined as the number of individual birds counted per visit. Abundance was 

reported at the site level and for both the dry season and wet season visits. 
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3.0 RESULTS 

3.1 Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents 

 

A total of 110 people were interviewed at the study localities during counts at roost and 

feeding sites. However, not all respondents answered every question. Respondents were 

asked when they had last observed Hooded Vulture, whether they thought the species had 

declined, and the species of trees in which they knew the birds to nest and roost. Questions 

and likely responses are detailed in Appendix 7.1. The majority of respondents (n = 96 or 

87.3%) were male, 88.2% (n = 97) were aged 30 years or more and 63.6% (n = 70) were over 

40 years old. Most of the respondents (n = 97) representing 88.2% had lived in their 

communities for over 10 years, and 52.7% (n = 58) were either farmers, fishermen or abattoir 

workers. None of the respondents was a scavenger at refuse dumps or a hunter. 

 

3.2 Local people’s perceptions and knowledge of the Hooded Vulture 

 

A random sample of 110 individuals comprising farmers, fishermen and community leaders 

were interviewed using a structured questionnaire. The questions focused on the frequency of 

seeing the vulture, location, preferred tree species, impression of abundance and knowledge 

of roosts. Of the 110 respondents, 32% stated that the last time they observed Hooded 

Vultures was in the previous year. However, 68% had seen Hooded Vulture in the 1 - 5 years 

prior to the study.  In all the areas surveyed there were reports of “big” group sizes of Hooded 

Vultures in the past 5 - 10 years. Some 78% of people interviewed thought there had been 

declines in Hooded Vulture abundance in the last five years whereas 22% thought same over 

the past 10 years. Respondents stated that the most important tree species for nesting and 

roosting by vultures are kapok Ceiba pentandra and tall coconut palm trees. Hunting for 

food, clearing of tall trees, and poisoning were often cited as reasons for the decline in vulture 

populations.  
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Figure 2: A scene showing a respondent and onlookers. 

 

 

Figure 3: A scene showing a one-on-one interview with respondent. 

 

3.3 Identification and documentation of major population strongholds  

The population surveys conducted in the 22 communities along the western coast (Figure 1) 

yielded 149 and 98 Hooded Vultures in the wet and dry seasons, respectively. The highest 

numbers of vultures recorded in a season (Table 1) were at Axim (33) followed by Secondi-

Takoradi (22) and Ngalekyi (21). Smaller numbers of vultures were also recorded in other 

study sites. Vultures were absent from a third (7/22) of the study sites (Figure 1) during the 

entire period of the study; these sites were Abura, Assorkor, Beposo, Egyam, Egyambra, 

Princess Town and Shama. Generally, Hooded Vulture abundance was higher in the dry 

season compared to the wet season (Figure 4). 
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Table 1: Productive study sites showing Hooded Vulture abundance during both wet and dry seasons. 

Abundance is reported as number of birds present per count. Hooded Vultures were absent from seven of 

the 22 study sites. 

Sites (Communities) Wet season abundance    Dry season abundance 

Axim 33 22 

Ngalekyi 21 16 

Secondi-Takoradi                      22 13 

Esiamah 15 9 

Ewusiejoe 11 9 

Ngalekpolley 10 7 

Inchaban 10 4 

Eikwei 9 4 

Funkoe    5 4 

Sanzule 4 5 

Dixcove 1 3 

Cape three points                 4 0 

Alabokazo 1 2 

Agona-Nkwanta 2 0 

Apowa 1 0 

Total 149 98 

 
 

 

Figure 4: Abundance of Hooded Vulture at various sites during the dry and wet seasons. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Abundance of Hooded Vulture by season

Dry Season abundance Wet season abundance



 

 12 

 
Figure 5: Researcher during survey with a community sanitation worker. 

 

3.4 Last time of sighting Hooded Vulture 

Figure 6 shows responses on the last time of sighting Hooded Vultures at the different study 

locations. Of 109 respondents, 52 (47.7%) stated that their last sighting of Hooded Vulture 

was less than a year earlier whereas for 43 (39.5%) others it occurred in the last 1 – 5 years 

(Figure 6). Only a minority of respondents reported having last seen a vulture within the 

previous 6 – 10 years. On population trends, however, the majority of respondents believed 

there to have been a decline in Hooded Vulture abundance in the area during the last five 

years. 
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Figure 6: Time of last sighting of Hooded Vulture. 

 

3.5 Place of Hooded Vulture last sighting 

 

Approximately 97% of the respondents reported seeing Hooded Vultures at different 

locations (Figure 7).  Of the total number of respondents (107) that had seen vultures, 52 

(48.6%) reported seeing them in and near villages. This is followed by those who indicated 

that they saw them at a dumpsite. The category of respondents who saw vultures in big towns 

was the smallest group (less than 6%). 
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Figure 7: Numbers of respondents and types of habitat of their last sighting of Hooded Vultures. 

 

 

Figure 8:  Hooded Vultures feeding at a dump site at Axim. 
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3.6 Numbers and group sizes of Hooded Vultures sighted 

Figure 9 shows the numbers of respondents and group sizes of Hooded Vulture they sighted 

at the different locations. Eighty-three respondents (76.2%) reported seeing between 1 - 5 

Hooded Vultures. A further 24 (22%) respondents reported seeing a group size of 6 – 10 

birds. Only two respondents indicated sighting between 11 – 20 individuals. None of the 

respondents reported sighting Hooded Vulture group size of more than 20 individuals.  

 

Figure 9: Group sizes of Hooded Vultures seen by respondents. 

 

 

Figure 10: Hooded Vulture perched on a Coconut palm tree at Ngalekyi.        
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Figure 11: Hooded Vulture nest in a Terminalia catappa tree at Funkoe. 

 

3.7 Education and Awareness 

 

The main aim of the education and awareness creation activity was to facilitate awareness of 

critically endangered conservation status of Hooded Vulture in communities around 

identified roost sites to promote the protection of the species. The awareness campaigns were 

conducted in communities around four identified roosting sites, namely Ngalekyi, Esiamah, 

Axim and Funkoe. Posters, fliers and leaflets (Figures 12 and 13) were shared to people 

during the awareness campaign. Awareness materials bore inscriptions on the major threats to 

Hooded Vultures, the need for conservation and measures to promote their protection. Posters 

were distributed to the people to post at vantage locations in their communities to spread the 

message. 

        

Figure 12: A cross section of participants during awareness and 

education campaign at Axim.       
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Figure 13:  A cross section of participants during awareness  

and education campaign at Funkoe. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

3.8 Hooded Vulture identification training  

 

To ensure that volunteers collect accurate data on populations and nesting activities, a 

training event on vulture identification and survey techniques was organized for office staff 

and volunteers of the Ghana Wildlife Society at Amansuri Wetlands and forest guards in 

charge of the Cape Three Points Forest Reserve at Amansuri. The training, which took place 

over two days, was carried out after the dry season surveys. Fifteen participants benefited 

from the programme (Figures 14 and 15). 

     

Figure 14: Training of participants in vulture identification and  

survey techniques.                      
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Figure 15:  A field session during training with Forestry Commission 

staff at Cape Three Points Forest Reserve.                                                                 
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4.0 DISCUSSION 

 

Offshore production of crude oil in southwestern Ghana has spawned major infrastructural 

development onshore in coastal areas (deGraft-Johnson et al., 2010; Sakyi et al., 2012). The 

development of the oil sector in the region has resulted in the migration of various 

professionals to the area and this has in turn energised business activities in the enclave. 

Unfortunately, such development has had, and continues to have a direct negative impact on 

various habitats. For example, the laying of underground oil pipelines resulted in the 

disturbance of long stretches of coastal habitat (pers. obs.). Previous studies both in Ghana 

and in other countries have attributed vulture population declines to habitat loss amongst 

other factors (Ogada et al., 2016; Botha et al., 2017). Taking cognisance of the ecological 

services provided by Hooded Vultures (Ogada et al., 2012; Buechley and Sekercioglu, 2016; 

Thiollay, 2017) and their current conservation status vis-a-vis the imminent threats to the 

species in southwestern coastal Ghana, it was imperative to study the populations present in 

the study area to provide information that would guide conservation management and to 

serve as baseline data for future studies. 

 

The socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents in the study interviews are 

reflective of a male-dominated society in the study area. Most women are often shy when it 

comes to official matters and would usually opt out of any interaction. Sometimes, women 

decline to partake in activities unless they are given the nod by their partners. Despite 

majority of the respondents being male, they were generally representative of the cross 

section of people who would likely know about Hooded Vultures and their population trends 

in the communities (see Section 3.1).  

 

On local people’s perceptions and knowledge of the Hooded Vulture, the general 

opinion was that populations have declined over time. For example, although two-thirds of 

interviewees had observed vultures in the year of the study, they had seen them only in small 

numbers of 1 - 5 individuals. Kapok and coconut palm trees were reported as the preferred 

species for use by Hooded Vultures. This is not surprising as old coconut palm plantations 

with very tall stands abound in the southwestern coastal areas of Ghana. Similarly, kapok 

trees are usually emergent in remnant forest patches in towns and villages, and appear to offer 

safe roosting sites to vultures. As found in other studies both in Ghana (Roberts, 2013; 

Gbogbo et al., 2016) and other parts of the African continent persecution, habitat loss and 
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poisoning were often cited as reasons for the decline in vulture populations (Rondeau and 

Thiollay, 2004; Thiollay 2006; Buij et al., 2015; Ogada et al., 2016; Botha et al., 2017).  

 

The top population strongholds in the study area were Axim, Secondi-Takoradi , 

Ngalekyi, Esiamah and Ewusiejoe. Even though Hooded Vulture population extirpations 

have occurred in parts of Ghana (Dowsett-Lemaire and Dowsett 2014; Gbogbo et al., 2016), 

the absence of the species in seven of the 22 study towns does not confirm the phenomenon; 

a more detailed study would be required to confirm extirpations or find otherwise. The 

highest Hooded Vulture abundance was recorded in Axim, with 33 individuals counted in the 

dry season. Even though the general observation was that abundance was lower in the wet 

season (Figure 4) Axim still maintained the highest abundance, having recorded 22 birds as 

opposed to 33 in the dry season, which is a decline of 33%. Regular sightings of vultures may 

indicate their permanent existence or occupancy in a particular geographic location or 

landscape. The majority of respondents (87%) indicated that they had seen Hooded Vultures 

in less than a year or within the last five years, which presupposes that vultures persist in the 

study area. On where vultures were seen by respondents, the majority mentioned villages or 

refuse dumpsites (Figure 7), which is consistent with Grimes’ (1987) observations in the late 

1980s. It is apparent that sightings of large groups of vultures is a thing of the past as most 

reports were of small numbers of not more than five individuals (76%). A small number of 

respondents reported groups of up to 10 birds whereas less than 2% reported having seen 

groups of 11 - 20 birds (Figure 9). These reports provide evidence of the declining population 

sizes of Hooded Vultures and the increasing risk of extirpations in areas where the species 

was hitherto historically abundant. In contrast to the small numbers of Hooded Vultures 

reported in the present study, populations of the species were abundant near towns and 

villages in the late 1980s, during which they congregated to feed at slaughterhouses and 

refuse dumpsites (Grimes, 1987).   

 

Considering the worsening conservation status of Hooded Vulture in southwestern 

coastal Ghana as evidenced by the findings from the interviews, the awareness creation and 

education campaigns in some of the population strongholds of the species was vital. This part 

of the project had a massive influence on the local people’s understanding of the species’ 

current conservation status. The office staff and volunteers of the Ghana Wildlife Society at 

Amansuri Wetlands and the forest guards in charge of the Cape Three Points Forest Reserve 

found the two-day vulture identification training workshop as an eye-opener. Many 
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participants expressed their gratitude to the African Bird Club for making the training 

programme possible. 
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5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Conclusions 

 

A third (7/22) of the surveyed towns held 10 - 33 Hooded Vultures, the highest figures 

recorded for either one of the two seasons of the study. These population strongholds were 

Axim, Secondi-Takoradi and Ngalekyi. The other strongholds were Esiamah, Ewusiejoe, 

Ngalekpolley and Inchaban. Although these numbers may be dwarfed by historical 

abundance figures, the current data could be regarded as a baseline for future studies. 

People’s impression was that Hooded Vulture populations are declining over time. Kapok 

and coconut palms are considered to be the most important tree species for Hooded Vultures. 

The major threats to vultures were reported to be human consumption, habitat loss and 

poisoning. Conservation education and awareness creation about the status of vultures in 

fringe communities were impactful. 

 

 5.2 Recommendations 

 

1. Further and more detailed studies of Hooded Vulture must be carried in the identified 

population strongholds.  

2. Studies of breeding ecology and recruitment in the population strongholds is paramount 

for understanding the viability of populations in southwestern coastal Ghana.. 

3. Repeat surveys should be conducted periodically in southwestern coastal Ghana to 

monitor populations and establish trends to inform policy and conservation measures. 

4. Conservation education and awareness creation should be conducted periodically in and 

around the study communities.   
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7.0 APPENDICES 

Appendix 7.1: Questionnaire used for personal interviews with residents in study localities 

Date:      

Place:         

Interviewer Name:    

                                          PART I: PERSONAL DETAILS 
 

1. Gender: Male   Female  

 

2. Age: 30yrs   30-40yrs        41-50yrs                   50yrs  

 

3. Educational background: Primary   Secondary/Vocational  Tertiary  

 

4. In which town/village do you live? ……………………………………………………….

  

5. Length of stay: Visitor       1-3yrs        4-6yrs         7-9yrs  10yrs  

 

6. Occupation: Primary………………..……………………………………………………..

   

 

PART II: KNOWLEDGE ABOUT HV 

7. When did you last see HV?.................................................................................................... 

 

8. Where did you see them?...................................................................................................... . 

 

9. How many did you see?......................................................................................................... 

 

10. What tree species did you find them on?............................................................................... 

 

11. What is your impression of current HV abundance compared to: 

   a) 10 yrs ago: i) increased  ii) not changed iii) decreased  

   b) 20 yrs ago: i) increased  ii) not changed iii) decreased 

 

12. What do you think accounts for this trend?............................................................................ 

 

13. Do you know of any HV roost?............................................................................................. 

. 

14. If yes how many birds are there in this roost?........................................................................ 

 

Notes:…………………………………………………………………………………………...

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 
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Appendix 7.2: Printed educational material used for the awareness campaign. 
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