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Summary 

The Egyptian Vulture named Blanka which was released through fostering as part of a restocking 

program in Bulgaria settled for wintering in Afar, Ethiopia. After one week of unusual behavior 

the vulture died on 21st October not far from the town Hayu in Afar. A team lead by Yilma 

Dellelegn Abebe from the EWNHS (Ethiopian Wildlife and Natural History Society) conducted a 

field mission to collect the GPS transmitter and to investigate the case and collect information 

on the reasons for the mortality. The dead body of Blanka was found near the last GPS 

coordinates but it was at an advanced stage of decomposition and no analyses could be make. 

The team visited the favorite roosting and feeding sites of the bird and found congregation of 

more than 50 Egyptian Vultures. After interviews with the local people and thorough study of the 

place it was concluded that poisoning or collision with powerlines are unlikely to be the cause of 

death. It was suspected that Blanka was injured by other animal or human at the feeding area 

and suffered for one week until her eventual death about 2.5 km southwest from the town. 

Introduction 

A tagged Egyptian Vulture with a transmitter was reported dead in Afar Region in the vicinity of 
Hayu (Dicciotto) town by our partners at BSPB (Bulgarian Society for the protection of Birds). 

The presumed date of the death of the vulture is 21st October 2018, when all movement from 

the bird was arrested (information based on BSPB). I was not able to respond to the question of 

collecting the transmitter and undertaking a fact-finding mission sooner mainly because I was on 

another assignment that required my full participation. 

After completing a short preparation I travelled to Afar on Saturday 27th October 2018. Besides 

making sure I had the equipment needed for locating and securing the transmitter on the dead 

bird, I made contacts with Volen Arkumarev on details of the current status of the gps 

transmitter. I also took along my camera for recording pictures of the dead bird and habitat shots 

of the area where it dropped. Volen also kindly offered advice on tag collection procedures and 

precautions I should take. I also received additional coordinates in gpx format pin-pointing the 

precise location of the fallen vulture, its recent roost and feeding spots. I loaded these to my GPS. 

Not wanting to waste more time and wanting to reach the site as soon as possible, Saturday was 

used for travelling. This was a non-stop drive totaling 585 km which we made in 12 hours! 

 



 

 

 

Sunday 28th October 2018 

With Tewabe acting as my driver, I left at 06:00 hrs for Hayu. With an average altitude of 400 m 

asl, the whole area is a desert where heat can easily reach 30-35 Celsius even in the shade. Heat 

had not built up at the time we left, and the cool air allowed us to reach Hayu in about an hour 

and a half. 

The Site 

Hayu is actually the proper Afar name of the village but referred to as Dicciotto by Italians but 

still retains this name to date. Hayu is 80 km away from Logiya and some 50 km from Galafi, the 

Ethio-Djibouti border. The altitude is at 420 m asl with scanty thorn vegetation. The climate here 

is desertic type with an average annual temperature of 28.3º C and average annual rainfall of 157 

mm. The driest and perhaps the hottest month is June (avg temp 32.9º C) while January is the 

coolest (avg temp. 23.9º C) month of the year. Mainly a stony desert, boulders can be as large as 

trucks! Walking on these boulders is not easy not so much that they are slippery but that they 

are dangerous as one can lose balance unless each step is calculated. This made progress slow 

and taxing while searching for the dead Vulture. Actually the size of the stones became much 

smaller and manageable on slopes and valleys allowing us to move at faster paces. Freighters and 

passing drivers to and from Djibouti see Hayu as a spot for eating and resting. There is also a 

thriving army camp with their residences extending into the edges of the village. This was a cause 

for concern for us because it would have been least helpful if we were seen with binoculars and 

gps handsets not to speak of being seen retrieving a transmitter tag from a vulture! In fact the 

roost indicated on the GPS is quite near their residences and this made us uneasy.  

Fallen site 

The bird fell dead at least 2.5 km outside Hayu town on the edge of town driving out towards 

Djibouti. One of the reasons for the bird not being disturbed since its death (and subsequent 

undetached transmitter) happens to be that it fell outside human encounter areas. This being 

said, it was moved by a predator of sorts on the 27th Oct! The bird had retreated to this section 

of the peri-urban area isolating itself from other vultures in a bare rocky landscape. 

Roost 

I was able to visit two roosts. The first one was the one used by the dead bird a day before it 

succumbed on the 21st Oct. This was actually the roof top of a large enterprise that was planned 



 

 

 

to fulfil the role of an AI (artificial insemination) center intended for breeding Afar livestock. The 

center has never been used for the purpose it was established. It is actually abandoned and 

locked. However there was an Afar village on its eastern side. Observations inside and around it 

did not reveal more dead birds. Three carcasses of cows were seen nearby but these were old (2-

3 months) and had deceased due to droughts earlier (local information). My first impression was 

that the building could house some kind of veterinary chemicals that could be fatal if ingested. 

The only information I received was that it has never been used and that the building is 

unoccupied. 

The second roost was near the feeding site where the fallen vulture used to frequent. This was a 

tall (approx 50 m) wireless network tower that is used by substantial numbers of Egyptian 

Vultures. Together with Tewabe, we counted 52 Egyptian Vultures of different age groups on the 

network tower! Besides not observing even a weak individual, we attested that it is a favorite 

resting place for other species as well i.e. Kites and Hooded Vultures. 

Feeding place 

The town is marked by several places where congregation of vultures, marabou storks and kites 

fed together. The site which I had marked on my  GPS feeding site was also frequented by 

baboons (Hamadryas) and a few dogs. A town dump was not a visible feature as most hotels 

slaughtered their animals at the backside of their enterprises. This meant that vultures made use 

of a wider area for feeding and their numbers and frequencies differed dependent on amount 

and distribution of food at various locations throughout the day. The frequency of use of the site 

and numbers of vultures and other scavengers using it was substantial. Searching the whole area 

did not reveal any dead scavenger (s). An estimated count of Egyptian Vultures (all ages included) 

around 11 am on 27th October was 52 birds. Other species include Hooded Vultures (4), Marabou 

Storks (25), Black Kites (8) and a couple of unidentified eagles. 

Possible reasons for death 

One of the investigations I managed to carry out was interrogation (informal) of residents at 

Hayu. Since I don’t speak Afar language my selection of persons was biased towards those that 

could speak Amharic. The first resident who lived close to the roost where the bird evidently 

rested on the a house top stated that it is usual to see birds going for offal from hotel slaughters 

in the village and no one really minds vultures or birds for that matter. He hadn’t seen or is aware 



 

 

 

of mass deaths of vultures in the area. The vultures used the house top mainly because it was 

probably secluded and disturbance minimal.  Another person I interrogated was actually based 

in a hotel in the center of the town. He explained that vulture activity was more evident in the 

early mornings especially soon after dressing of goats and discard of viscera. People do not if 

ever disturb or hurt these large birds consciously. There was no evidence for the use of poisons 

or death that can be attributed to collision on or electrocution by power lines. The verdict though 

not backed by extensive search and investigation, seems to point out that the bird could have 

died due to other sources not excluding physical harm (other scavengers i.e. dogs, marabou 

storks or even people). 

  



 

 

 

 

  

Photo 1. Searching for the fallen bird Photo 1. Habitat where bird had fallen was mainly a rocky 
desert  

 

Photos 3 and 4. Images of the dead Egyptian Vulture and its tag 



 

 

 

   

Photos 5. Image of the dead Egyptian Vulture’s tag Photos 6. Hooded vultures on the day roost 

Photos 7 and 8. Day roosts on tele pylons and electric posts - mainly EV but 2 pairs of HV were also counted 



 

 

 

 

Photos 9-12. Feeding site was frequented mostly by EVs and Marabous. But it also had a few Hamadryas 
Baboons foraging 


