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Few people know this, but four species of vulture were 
found in Bulgaria – Griffon, Black (Cinereous), Bearded 
and Egyptian. These magnificent birds do not attack 
domestic animals and only feed on dead animals, therefore 
preventing the spreading of dangerous diseases and 
infections on wildlife, cattle and people. Furthermore, the 
four species are mutually related and equally important as 
a team of natural medics.

Unfortunately, at present only two of these species still 
nest in Bulgaria: the Griffon and the Egyptian Vulture, yet 
their populations are significantly decreased. The other 
two species – the Black and the Bearded Vultures are 

completely extinct as far as nesting in our country. Single 
Black Vultures can still be seen here and they come from a 
colony in Northern Greece, and the Bearded Vultures have 
remained as a symbol of Bulgarian nature conservation on 
the notice boards of the protected areas.

These species have become extinct mainly due to human 
persecution, poisonous baits and lack of sufficient food.

All of them are protected by the national Biodiversity Act 
and included in the Bulgarian Red Data Book. Killing, 
disturbance, taking young and eggs are strictly forbidden. 

There are few things 
that are special about 
Bulgaria and that 
make us very proud, 
one of them is its 
unique NATURE.

VULTURES
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Vultures Return in Bulgaria 
LIFE08 NAT/BG/278 Project

In 2003 a long-term International Action Plan for the Recovery 
and Conservation of Vultures on the Balkan Peninsula and 
Adjacent Regions (BVAP) was initiated. It provides for a step-by-
step recovery of the species, starting with Griffons and finishing 
with Bearded Vultures. A specialized project “Recovery of the 
Populations of Large European Vultures in Bulgaria” LIFE08 NAT/
BG/278 was therefore triggered in 2010. The project is carried out 
by Green Balkans in partnership with the Fund for Wild Flora and 
Fauna (FWFF) and the Birds of Prey Protection Society (BPPS). 

MAIN PROJECT GOALS AND ACTIVITIES
� Restoring the Griffon Vulture nesting population from extinction in the 

Balkan Mountains of Bulgaria, importing some 150-200 Griffon Vultures 

from Spain, accommodating them in four adaptation aviaries and releasing 

them into the wild.

� Exploring the feasibility of, improving the conditions and preparing for 

Bearded Vulture and Black Vulture reintroduction as a follow-up phase of 

the successful Griffon Vulture restocking in the Balkan Mountains.

� Decreasing the direct and indirect threats on large vulture species in 

Bulgaria.

� Creating positive attitudes to vultures through promotion of ecotourism and 

nature–friendly agriculture.

� Developing national and local capacity for successful implementation of 

reintroduction programmes for extinct species.

� Bringing Bulgarian nature-conservation institutions and NGOs closer to 

their European counterparts.

The overall aim of the 
project is restoring the 
populations of the three 
large vulture species 
in Bulgaria through 
conservation measures and 
increasing the institutional 
capacity for their 
conservation.
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The Griffon Vultures imported to Bulgaria are accommo-
dated, examined and tagged in the Green Balkans Wildlife 
Rescue Centre in Stara Zagora.

The veterinarians and keepers of the Centre make sure 
that all vultures are fit, healthy and suitable for release. The 
team is also developing a programme for the breeding of 
vultures in captivity. 

The main actions related to the practical restoration Griffon 
Vultures in the Balkan Mountains of Bulgaria, such as 
release, supplementary feeding, limiting threats, elaboration 

of voluntary networks of farmers and collaborators, 
took place at four big adaptation aviaries, located in the 
following sites from the NATURA 2000 European network of 
protected areas: Vrachanski Balkan, Central Balkan, Sinite 
kamani – Grebents and Kotlenska Stara planina.

Additional actions, related to provision of supplementary 
food and installation of artificial nests for Black Vultures 
took place at the village of Pelevun, Eastern Rhodopes, 
Byala reka SPA.

TARGET AREAS

The project has a significant model value, applying for the first 
time in Bulgaria the following nature conservation approaches 
and technologies:

 Captive breeding, acclimatization and rehabilitation of 

large vultures in Bulgaria.

 Release of rehabilitated and captive-bred Griffon Vultures 

to re-establish their population in the Balkan Mountain.

 Increase the survival rate of wild and released vultures 

through provision of poison-free and supplementary 

feeding of the birds.

 Identify settlement areas, dispersal patterns and threats 

to vultures using satellite and VHF telemetry to inform 

conservation actions.

 Usе the attractiveness of large vultures to promote 

ecotourism and for conservation awareness raising and 

education.

Results:

Between 2010-2014 a total of 264 Griffon 
Vultures (Gyps fulvus) and a single Black 
Vulture (Aegypius monachus) were imported 
within the Vultures Return in Bulgaria LIFE08 
NAT/BG/278 Project. The birds were mostly 
secured from Spain and France, where their 
populations are abundant and stable. In 
addition to that, the project team secured 
several captive bred birds from zoos in France, 
Spain, the Czech Republic, Germany and the 
Netherlands. 
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Between 2010 – June 2015 a total of 205 different birds were released from the four adaptation aviaries maintained within 

the Vultures Return in Bulgaria LIFE08 NAT/BG/278 Project. In addition to this, pilot releases were carried out in Kotlenska 

Stara planina, releasing a total of 5 birds before the start of the project in 2009.

RESTORING THE GRIFFON VULTURE AS A NESTING SPECIES IN 
THE BALKAN MOUNTAINS OF BULGARIA

Vrachanski Balkan Central Balkan Sinite kamani Kotlenska planina Total

2009 0 0 0 5 5

2010 8 8 7 7 30

2011 7 0 12 11 30

2012 5 15 19 7 46

2013 8 10 8 0 26

2014 11 19 16 10 54

2015 3 7 3 4 17

Average/year 7 10 9 6 30

Total 43 59 65 44 210

All vultures, released within the Vultures Return in Bulgaria 

LIFE08 NAT/BG/278 Project were marked with yellow PVC 

rings and matching wing-tags with black inscriptions, which 

allow the team to recognize them and follow their individual 

adaptation and behavior into the wild. At the same time, in 

order to track closely their exact movements and locate 

their favourite sites for roosting, foraging and even nesting, 

11 of the vultures were tagged with radio transmitters, while 

29 others were followed with GPS/GSM transmitters. Their 

tracks can be seen at:

http://www.greenbalkans.org/birdsofprey/life/live.php 

In June 2015, there are some 70 Griffon Vultures constantly 
present at the four release areas in the Balkan Mountains. 
Among them are permanently attracted exogenous birds, 
originating from nearby natural colonies. 

Griffon Vultures released from the four sites in the Balkan 
Mountains have been observed in the following countries: 
Bulgaria, Greece, Serbia, Macedonia, Moldova, Romania, 
Turkey, Ukraine, Italy, Hungary, France, Poland and even 
Jordan. 



The first breeding attempt of Griffon Vultures released within the 

Balkan Mountains restoration programme was reported as early 

as May 2012 in the Eastern Balkan Mountains, only three years 

after the very first pilot releases in 2009. At the same time, the 

very first confirmed baby Griffon Vulture hatched into the wild 

appeared in 2015, five years after the start of the releases in the 

area of the Vrachanski Balkan.

Tagged birds have attempted breeding in three of the four release 

areas – Vrachanski Balkan, Sinite kamani-Grebents and Kotlenska 

Stara planina, as well as the Eastern Rhodopes, Bulgaria; Dadia 

Forest, Greece and Demir kapia, Macedonia.

The permanent presence of Griffon Vultures and the operation of 

the supplementary feeding sites have attracted a number of rare 

and threatened species in the area, such as Eurasian Black Vultures 

(Aegypius monachus), Egyptian Vulture (Neophron perconpterus), 

White-tailed Eagle (Heliaetus albicilla), Imperial Eagles (Aquila 

heliaca), etc.

Year Breeding areas Number of pairs Eggs Hatched chicks

2012 1 1 1 0

2013 2 3 3 2?

2014 4 6 2 (3) 0

2015 5 12 2 (4) 1

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

2012 2013 2014 2015

Еastern Rodopi

Other sites

Vrachanski Balkan

6

Number of confirmed breeding pairs



The current project has allowed the team of the Green Balkans 

Wildlife Rescue Centre in Stara Zagora to gain invaluable experience 

in treatment, rehabilitation and breeding of vultures in captivity.

Among our greatest success stories was the very first Griffon Vulture 

baby which hatched in captivity within the course of the project. 

In addition to that, in the spring of 2015, following eight long years 

of waiting, we have confirmed the formation of a breeding pair of 

Bearded Vultures in captivity.

We are also keeping three non-releasable Black Vultures at the 

Wildlife Rescue Centre. In 2015 we observed the first shy attempts 

for bonding between two of our birds. 

EXPLORING THE FEASIBILITY OF 
IMPROVING THE CONDITIONS AND 
PREPARING FOR BEARDED VULTURE 
AND BLACK VULTURE REINTRODUCTION

The project team, supported by foreign experts, prepared detailed 

feasibility studies to assess the viability of programmes for 

reintroduction of Black and Bearded Vultures in Bulgaria. Our 

findings, based on our experience with the successful restoration 

of Griffon Vultures, the current availability of birds and the particular 

conditions, support the immediate start of practical steps towards 

reintroduction of the Black Vulture. The launch of a programme for 

restoring the Bearded Vulture is also suggested in the long-run.

In addition to this, three separate National Action Plans for Griffon, 

Black and Bearded Vulture were elaborated and submitted to the 

Bulgarian Ministry of Environment and Water. 

CAPTIVE BREEDING OF VULTURES
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A wide-scale public campaign for limiting the illegal 

use of poison was carried out within the project. The 

owners very rarely aim at poisoning the vultures, 

yet their actions targeting large carnivores, such as 

wolves and bears, are detrimental for the birds. Within 

the campaign and in order to decrease the human-

wildlife conflict and prevent the use of poison, FWFF 

disseminated 61 Karakachan puppies and installed a 

total of 17 electric fences to guard livestock. A total 

of 46 samples were sent for toxicological analysis. 

As a result of the campaign, in the period 2010 – 

June 2015 no intentional poisoning of vultures was 

found in the target areas of the Balkan Mountains.

Yet another threat was identified in the course of 

action – vultures often use electricity pylons as 

perches and get electrocuted. The project team 

established good partnership with CEZ Razpredelenie 

AD and EVN Eletrorazpredelenie EAD and launched 

a wide-scale campaign for isolating the dangerous 

electricity pylons. 

DECREASING THE DIRECT AND INDIRECT THREATS ON LARGE 
VULTURE SPECIES IN BULGARIA

The project team provided over 214,365 

kg of food at the supplementary feeding 

sites and for the captive vultures in 

the adaptation aviaries in the period 

2010 – June 2015. Over 251 owners, 

farmers and 10 big-scale farms, meat-

processing factories and slaughter-

houses provided waste products and 

dead livestock for the supplementary 

feeding sites.



The trust we built, the 
increased capacity and 
confidence in our common 
cause have inspired a 
number of joint projects 
and initiatives with the 
Vrachanski Balkan NPD, 
Central Balkan NPD, Bulgarka 
NPD and Sinite kamani NPD. 
These additional activities 
have greatly contributed to 
and multiplied the results 
of the Vultures Return in 
Bulgaria project. 

The project team organized or took part in a 

number of meetings, trainings and seminars with 

representatives of the Ministry of Environment and 

Water, the National Service for Nature Protection 

and the Directorates of Nature and National Parks. 

The successful restoration of Griffon Vulture as a 

nesting species in the Balkan Mountains is evidence 

of the contacts established, the joint work, fruitful 

cooperation and support. 

DEVELOPING NATIONAL AND LOCAL CAPACITIES
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Within the frame of the 
project, the team established 
close contacts with a number 

of foreign experts, who have 
successfully carried out vulture 
restoration programmes in France, 
Spain, Switzerland and Austria.

We have launched a long-term 
partnership with the Vulture 
Conservation Foundation 

(VCF) and the Endangered Species 
Programme (EEP) at the European 
Association of Zoos and Aquaria 
(EAZA). We maintain close cooperation 
with colleagues from Greece, Serbia, 
Italy, Turkey, Israel, Romania, Hungary, 
Ukraine and even Jordan and India.

BRINGING BULGARIAN NATURE-CONSERVATION INSTITUTIONS 
AND NGOS CLOSER TO THEIR EUROPEAN COUNTERPARTS

The project team co-organized 
and hosted the Third Balkan 
Vulture Action Plan Workshop, 

which gathered teams of experts 
from Bulgaria, Greece, Macedonia, 
Serbia and Croatia with their West-
European counterparts from UK, 
France and Spain and allowed for 
exchange of information, results 
and ideas.

» » »



Creating positive attitudes to vultures through 
promotion of ecotourism and nature–friendly 
agriculture

The team of FWFF keeps a model herd of about 450 sheep 
and lambs, 70 goats and kids, and 10 cows and calves in 
Kotlenska Planina SPA, which maintains over 300 ha of pastures 
and meadows through extensive grazing. The flock is annually 
moved from its summer, high-mountain pastures to winter 
pastures in the lowlands, successfully presenting the ancient 
practice of transhumance. Inspired by this example, several 
other farmers introduced this practice and increased their 
livestock, thus increasing the food base for vultures, which follow 
the animals along their seasonal movements.

Our team elaborated and printed individual interpretation strategies for the 
three parks. These documents will help the staff and the park wardens 
to explain the role and importance of vultures for the ecosystems of the 
parks. 

Vrachanski Balkan NP constructed and promoted the suggested vulture-
route and built an observation hide and information signboards with its own 
funds. 

The project team launched a number of joint initiatives and projects for 
the establishment of photo and observation hides in Sinite kamani and 
Central Balkan and the construction of additional supplementary feeding 
sites in Bulgarka NP, Central Balkan NP (Shopov egrek) and Sinite kamani 
(Golyamata chuka). 

As a result of our common work, Griffon Vultures are becoming a favourite, 
well-known and appreciated flagship species for the tourist and visitors of 
the three parks. 

Two alternative vulture 
interpretation routes 
were developed within 
the project for each of 
the three target parks – 
Vrachanski Balkan NP, 
Central Balkan NP and 
Sinite kamani NP.
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As a part of our campaign for raising 
public awareness, interest and 
involvement, the project team organized 
two Transhumance Festivals in Kotel 
(2010 and 2012) and four National 
Vulture Festivals in Sliven (2010-2013). 
Vultures and the project activities 
were presented with special lectures, 
exhibitions and information materials 
among the thousands of visitors 
of the well-known open-air Beglika 
Festival, Uzana Polyana Fest, WakeUp! 
Festival and Lyatna Sluchka Festival. 
We organized presentations in over 15 
schools and kindergartens in Sliven, 
Karlovo, Plovdiv and Trud, engaging over 
300 students from all ages in visiting the 
adaptation aviaries and getting to know 
the vultures up close. We organized over 
16 public releases of Griffon Vultures, 
attended by over 200 officials, sports 
clubs, local schoolchildren, tourists and 
visitors. 

We have launched a large-scale 
campaign for adopting Griffon Vultures, 
aiming at involving people raising 
their interest, and creating a sense of 
ownership and motivation to take part 
in the conservation of these magnificent 
birds. We managed to recruit three 
corporate adopters, two non-formal 
groups and over 10 private adopters, 
who helped us purchase transmitters 
and track the adaptation and behavior 
of the “adopted” vultures into the wild.

The actions, carried out within the 
Vultures Return in Bulgaria LIFE08 NAT/
BG/278 Project have led to the practical 
restoration of Griffon Vulture, a species, 
which has been considered extinct as a 
nesting species for over 50 years.

Considering the young age of most of the 
Griffon Vultures released within the project 
and the fact that they only reach sexual 
maturity past their fifth year, and bearing 
in mind the longevity and lifecycle of 
these birds, it is expected that the number 
of breeding pairs in the target areas will 
gradually increase with time.

The project has also greatly affected the 
natural population of the species in the 
Eastern Rhodopes and nearby colonies. 
In 2015 there was a record-breaking 
breeding population of 75 territorial 
pairs observed in the Eastern Rhodopes, 
Southern Bulgaria, as compared to 30-35 
breeding pairs before the project started. 
Among these birds are Griffon Vultures 
released from the Balkan Mountains 
release sites. Furthermore, vultures 
from the Rhodopes have been proven to 
regularly visit their fellows in the Balkan 
Mountains and vice versa. 

The project has therefore contributed 
to the permanent and double increase 
of the population of Griffon Vulture 
in Bulgaria and the expansion of the 
distribution range of the species. 

The project actions have established 
vultures as valuable helpers of livestock 
owners in disposing sick and dead 
domestic animals.

Vultures have turned into a favourite 
species of tourists and visitors of the 
Balkan Mountains, who overcame their 
initial fear and dislike.

The project team has proven that the 
conditions in Bulgaria are suitable for 
vulture restoration and that the country 
possesses will, motivation, resources 
and institutional capacity to successfully 
carry out such long-term ambitious 
programmes.

We have successfully implemented 
the first practical step towards vultures 
returning to Bulgaria!

The partnerships and cooperation 
established with national and foreign 
experts, institutions and organizations, 
the practical experience gained and 
lessons learnt, give us hope to believe 
that Bulgaria is ready to carry out the next 
step and launch a practical programme 
for restoring Black Vultures. 

LONG-TERM BENEFITS


