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i end-September, bird watchers from

across the world were abuzz about there-

mote, dry highlands of Himachal

Pradesh’s Lahaul-Spiti. The region was

witnessing a rare event — a congregation
of over 200 regal Lammergeier vultures, popularly
known as bearded vultures.

These vultures inhabit the rarefied heights of the
Tibetan plateau and have equally rarefied tastes.
They dine almost exclusively on the bones of dead
animals. They don't eat the hard calcium, but head
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for the soft and nutritious marrow thatis found inside

VULTURES
“HAVE FALLEN

last two decades, but it may yet rise from the ashes with support
from human hands, says ANAND SANKAR

now — from about four
crore to hardly 40,000 to-
day.

Prakash, flipping thro-

" ugh files on his computer,

stops at one image and asks
us to try and count the
number of wvultures it
shows. The scene is from
the 1980s at Delhi’s erst-
while Timarpur garbage
dump. The dump itself is

the scene of a feeding fren-

nears the BNHS’s Vulture Conservation and

Breeding Centre (VCBC). Nestled in the Shiva-
lik jungles, an hour's drive from Chandigarh near the
town of Pinjore, this is ground zero for the vulture’s
recovery. VCBC is the first centre set up exclusively
torescue injured or diseased vultures and to under-
take captive breeding. BNHS is currently the only or-
ganisation spending time and money on an exercise
such as this for the vultures. “I could have sat all my
life researching and collecting figures. But here I am.
People say educating people will save the vultures,
but it is a'slow process and we don’t have the time,”

The smell of rotting flesh is unmistakeable as one

clofenac in the environ-
ment. When vulture car-
" casses are reported from
across the country, the
team arranges immedi-
ately to collect viscera
samples. These are then
analysed and frozen for
future reference. “Earlier
we had to use expensive
gas chromatography to
detect diclofenac. Now
we use the ELISA test,
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~p= he VCBC campus is
T dotted with a series of
nondescript buildings
that serve as aviaries. Almost
two storeys tall, these are
custom-built enclosures for
vultures. The roof is a huge
net, for the vultures to see the
blue sky. There is enough
room in each aviary for a
short flight, so that wings stay




