Press Release 17 November 2009

A new vulture colony found at Koshi Tappu

For about more than a decade, decline of vulture in Nepal and south Asia has dominated the bird news. It is said that more than 95% population of vultures have declined from the region. Of the nine species of vultures in south Asia, five have been globally threatened to extinction. In Nepal, eight species of vultures are found of which four belong to globally threatened category.
Since the beginning of studies on vultures in Nepal, Koshi has been the main study site for vulture population monitoring. Unfortunately, the rate of decline had been so fast that since the year 2003 vulture nests were not seen in the area. As a result, Koshi was declared as an area without vulture nests for a number of years.
In the recommendation of conservationists and veterinary professionals, in July 2006, Department of Drug Administration banned production and sale of diclofenac for veterinary purpose. Diclofenac is a drug which has been blamed to have killed most of south Asian vultures. Conservationists are lobbying to have a complete ban on the drugs (NSAID) that are harmful to vultures including the infamous diclofenac.

In October, a team of experts affiliated with Himalayan Nature visited Koshi Tappu for with a hope to find vulture nests. They visited several sites that were known to be nesting area for vultures nearly a decade back.

In the remotest corner of Koshi Tappu, the team found 32 nests that belonged to White-rumped Vulture after an exhaustive search. Badri Chaudhary, Anish Timsina and Krishna Bindari carried out the survey on behalf of Himalayan Nature who will now monitor the nest success and mortality till May next year. There is also a plan to extend an outreach programme to the area especially to discourage the use of diclofenac and similar harmful drugs.
According to Dr Hem Sagar Baral, who supervised and coordinated the entire search operation on behalf of Himalayan Nature, “It is not known if this is completely a new colony or is a colony made by the survivors that withstood the effects of killing drug diclofenac.” The last breeding colony noted at Koshi was in 2002/2003 when only 11 nests were located. The following year in spite of increased coverage of area during the survey no nests were located in the area.
Dr Baral further added “With the discovery of this new nesting colony at Koshi Tappu, there is now a renewed hope and enthusiasm for the come back of vultures. The days ahead are not easy however. With several fatal drugs in the environment and human diclofenac still illicitly used for veterinary purpose, the life of the masters of the skies is as risky as was before.”
With the finding of this new colony, vulture conservationists sigh a breath of relief and feel more optimistic for a come back of their population. The logic that biologists present is environment and vultures are important to all not only for the experts and the conservation organizations.
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