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Opening and greetings by the President of the 
Messolonghi Lagoon – Akarnanika Mountains 
Management Body 
 

Fotis Pergantis 
(Biologist, Ecologist, MSc) 

 
 
Mr. Mayor of the Sacred City of Messolonghi and vice-president of 
the Messolonghi Lagoon – Akarnanika Mountains Management Body, Mr. Niko Karapano. 
Representatives of the public administration, particularly of the forest services of Messolonghi, 
Amfilochia, Aridea, Stavroupoli, Xanthi and Soufli. 
Representatives of non governmental organizations. 
Honorable speakers – colleagues, dear guests and friends.  
Good-evening everyone! 
My name is Fotis Pergantis and I serve voluntarily as the President of the Messolonghi Lagoon – 
Akarnanika Mountains Management Body. I am a biologist/ecologist, specializing in nature 
management and conservation particularly for birds. I work as an environmental consultant. 
The present meeting is entitled: “Workshop for the future of Vultures in Balkans: tackling threats 
and building network opportunities”. 
To this workshop, scientists from Balkan countries with extensive experience in the study, research, 
management and conservation of the various vulture species were invited, and happily they are 
present here today. They are among the most eminent authorities on the subject and they are here 
for the following reasons:   
First, to present the status of vultures in their countries, hence in the Balkans.  
Second, to enlighten us about the measures and actions they have been implementing for many years 
to confront the problems faced by these ecologically highly important species.  
Third to discuss how we can all cooperate through a network in order to promote the conservation 
of these species in a more systematic and effective way.  
At this point please allow me to say a big “Thank you” to the following: 
First, to the Municipality of Messolonghi for the disposal of this room for our work. Mr. Mayor 
thank you very much! 
Thanks also to the Green Fund, which is financing the workshop.  
To Mr. George Founta, Head of Messolonghi Forest Service, thanks to you and to your colleagues 
for the manifold support for this whole project.   
Thanks also to the Second-level Degree Education Committee of Messolonghi for the disposal of 
the rooms where the working sessions are going to be held tomorrow evening.  
Thank you, Mr. Rammos, owner of the “Efaistos” quarry where the griffon rehabilitation cage is 
safely housed. Also, to Mrs. Arsinoe Flaka for providing us with appropriate food for the griffons 
hosted in our rehabilitation cage. 
But, more personally, I would like to thank and congratulate the staff of our management body for 
their special toil and effort for this event and, of course, especially to Mrs. Malvina Karanika who 
bore such a heavy load in the preparation of the workshop, which she has so successfully carried 
out. Malvina, congratulations!   
There is another person, to whom we should all say a great “Thank you”. But who is this? Who else 
but the person whose vision motivated this workshop: Dr Rigas Tsiakiris. Dear friends, Dr Tsiakiris 
not only inspired this workshop but he has been working tirelessly with Malvina in every aspect of 
its preparation. Indeed, he has been working like one of us for months, even though he is not actually 
on the staff of the management body. Thank you Rigas, and congratulations!  
Finally, thank you all for being here, especially those of you who have come from far away. 
And now, I would like to call on Mayor Karapanos and then on Mr. Fountas and Dr Tsiakiris to 
address the workshop.  
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WORKSHOP PROGRAM 

 
Friday, 7 December 2018 

 
 Time Title Organization Speaker 

Session A:  
The protected area of Messolonghi Lagoon – Akarnanika Mountains(LM-AM) 

1 15:30-15:45 

General description of the 
protected area of Messolonghi - 
Etoliko lagoons- Akarnanika 
mountains 

Management body of 
ML-AM Yannis Kasvikis 

2 15:45-16:00 The international importance of 
LM-AM for birds 

Hellenic Ornithological 
Society (HOS) 

Kostas 
Papakonstantinou  

3 16:00-16:15 The experience of a IBA 
caretaker in LM-AM 

Ornithoparatirites 
Messolonghiou Nikos Noulas  

4 16:15-16:30 Forest Service of Messolonghi: 
Prospects and Perspectives  

Forest Service of 
Messolonghi Yannis Deligiannis 

Session B:Vulture status in Greece 

5 16:30-16:45 An overview of vulture status in 
Greece: past & present 

Free lance - Hellenic 
Ornithological Society Stratis Bourdakis 

6 16:45-17:00 Vulture status in Evros and 
Rhodopes, Past-Present-Future WWF-Greece Dora Skartsi 

7 17:00-17:15 
After the Nestos gorge mass 
poisoning event: opportunities 
for recovery 

Forest Office of 
Stavroupoli 

Panagiotis 
Vafeidis 

8 17:15-17:30 
The importance of Voras mts 
(Kaimaktsalan – Tjena – Pinovo) 
Balkan Vulture conservation 

Forest  Service of 
Aridaia 

Pantelis 
Konstantinou 

9 17:30-17:45 
The importance of Pindos 
mountains for Balkan Vulture 
conservation 

Hellenic Ministry of 
Environment and 
Energy (E&E) 

Rigas Tsiakiris 

10 17:45-18:00 The Cretan Vulture Paradise: an 
overview UoC - NHMC Stavros 

Xirouchakis 
 

Session C: 
Vulture conservation actions in Greece 

11 18:30-18:45 
Extensive livestock breeding: its 
importance for rural economy 
and biodiversity 

Decentralized 
Administration of 
Peloponnese, Western 
Greece & the Ionian, 
Coordinator’s Office 

Yannis Kazoglou 

12 18:45-19:00 

The final countdown: an 
overview of the 2 Life projects 
for the protection of the Egyptian 
vulture in Greece 

Hellenic Ornithological 
Society Dimirtis Vavylis 

13 19:00-19:15 
Review on poison baits situation 
in Greece: The work of the 
AntiPoison Taskforce 

Hellenic Ornithological 
Society 

Konstantina 
Ntemiri 

14 19:15-19:30 Lessons learned from the first 
antipoison dog unit in Greece WWF Greece Elzbieta Kret 

15 19:30-19:45 

LIFE Natura “Themis”: 
Awareness project on wildlife 
crime prosecution and 
environmental liability in Natura 
2000 areas in Crete 

UoC - NHMC Michalis Probonas 

16 19:45-20:00 Vulture cases in ANIMA – 
“Paratiro": a citizen science tool  ANIMA Anna Kazazou  

17 20:00-20:15 

“Wind farm spatial planning and 
vulture sensitivity maps. Using 
telemetry to predict collision 
mortality at operating and 
proposed wind farms” 

Forest Service of Soufli Dimitris Vasilakis  
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Saturday, 8 December 2018 

 
 Time Title Organization Speaker 

Session D: 
Vulture conservation actions in Balkans 

18 09:30-09:45 
Vulture Conservation in Europe and 
Balkan Peninsula. 

Vulture Conservation 
Foundation Jose Tavares 

19 09:45-10:00 
Balkan Vulture Action Plan with 
focus on the Balkan-Anti-Poisoning 
Project  

Vulture Conservation 
Foundation Jovan Andevski 

20 10:00-10:15 

LIFE IP 4Natura - Integrated actions 
for the conservation and 
management of Natura 2000 sites, 
species, habitats and ecosystems in 
Greece 

Hellenic Ministry of 
Environment & Energy 

Alexandra 
Kavvadia 

21 10:15-10:30 Vulture conservation in Croatia 
Grifon – Birds of Prey 
Conservation Society 

Susic Goran 

22 10:30-10:45 Vulture conservation in Serbia 

Institute for Biological 
Research of the 
University of Belgrade 
& Birds of prey 
protection Foundation 
Serbia 

Irena Hribšek 

23 10:45-11:00 
Vulture conservation in Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(FYROM) 

AQUILA Emanuel 
Lisichanets 

24 11:00-11:15 Vulture conservation in Bulgaria Green Balkans NGO Ivaylo Klisurov 
25 11:15-11:30 Vulture conservation in Albania PPNEA Mirjan Topi 

Session E: 
Τackling threats and building network opportunities 

26 11:45-12:00 Carry on carrion; Conservation values of 
vultures from global to local perspectives  

Aristotle 
University of 
Thessaloniki 

Maria 
Panagiotopoulou 

27 12:00-12:15 Popular mythologies about vultures and 
other carrion-eating birds 

University of 
Ioannina & HOS Kalliopi Stara 

28 12:15-12:30 

Wild canids, stray dogs, livestock 
damage, poison baits, compensation 
policies and vulture survival: a complex 
equation, with or without solutions 

Aristotle 
University of 
Thessaloniki 

Theodoros 
Kominos 

29 12:30-12:45 
Wind farm development, a possible 
devastating threat to raptor population 
in mainland Greece 

Hellenic 
Ornithological 
Society 

Stavros 
Xirouchakis 

30 12:45-13:00 Reinforcement of vultures in Cyprus: 
material–methods and first results  

Game and fauna 
service Cyprus, 
Ministry of 
Interior Cyprus 

Minas 
Stavrinides 

31 13:00-13:15 
Population Boost of the Griffon vulture 
Gyps fulvus (Hablizl, 1783) (Accipitridae) 
in Bulgaria based on reintroductions 

FWFF / Fund for 
Wild Flora and 
Fauna 

Emilian Stoynov  

32 13:15-13:30 

Breakthroughs in combating poison-
related challenges to vulture 
conservation in the Balkans that could be 
intensified and widely used elsewhere 

FWFF / Fund for 
Wild Flora and 
Fauna 

Hristo Persev 

33 13:30-13:45 Captive breeding in Bulgaria and Zoo 
networks in Europe 

Green Balkans 
NGO Ivaylo Klisurov 

34 13:45-14:00 

Vultures and animal by-products 
management in Greece: Legislation 
implementation and guidelines for the 
competent authorities 

Hellenic 
Ornithological 
Society 

Vasileios 
Papadopoulos  

35 14:00-14:15 Rehabilitation legislation and facilities in 
Greece: past-present and future 

Department of 
Wildlife & Hunting 
Management, 
Hellenic Ministry 
of Environment & 
Energy  

Christos Sokos 
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Session F:  
 

Round tables 
 

  
 

SUBJECT 
 

FACILITATORS 

1 18:00-19:00 
Networking, common monitoring, project 
opportunities and fundraising campaign in 

the Balkans 

Emilian Stoynov & 
Tsiakiris Rigas 

2 18:00-19:00 
Common threats – common conservation 

actions  
(wind farms, poison etc) 

Konstantina Ntemiri & 
Hristo Persev 

3 18:00-19:00 Population management: reintroduction, 
captive breeding, vulture restaurants etc 

Stavros Xirouchakis, Maria 
Ganoti & Ivaylo Klisurov 

4 18:00-19:00 
People, vultures and animal husbandry: 

conservation action, public awareness, local 
products etc 

Goran Susic & 
Kalliopi Stara 

5 19:00-19:30 
Presentations of each working group main 

results and discussion 
(5 minutes each) 

Rigas Tsiakiris 
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General Description of the protected area of the Messolonghi - 

Aitoliko lagoons- Akarnanika mountains 
 

Ioannis Kasvikis MSc 
 

Environmental manager,  
Responsible for the Department of Supervision, Guarding & Applications Management 

of the Messolonghi Lagoon – Akarnanika Mountains Management Body  
E-mail: g.kasvikis@fdlmes.gr 

 
 

The National Park of Messolonghi - Aitoliko lagoons is located at the southwestern tip of Central 
Greece, where the Gulf of Patras meets the Ionian Sea and the outflows the Evinos and Acheloos 
rivers. In this area are included lagoons, lands and river areas of the southern part of the Prefecture 
of Aitoloakarnania but also the island complex of Echinades in the prefecture of Kefallinia 
distinguished for their great biological, ecological, aesthetic, scientific, geomorphological and 
environmental value. The National Park is notable not only for its wide variety of fish, but also for 
large number of threatened and/or endangered species of birds and mammals, and more than 15 
species of amphibians, reptiles, invertebrates, fish and plants under the guidelines of the Natura 
2000 network. The Management Body of Messolonghi Lagoon was established in 2003 as a legal 
entity governed by private law under the Ministry of Environment, Energy and Climate change. By 
law 4519/2018 the Management Body of Messolonghi Lagoon has been renamed to Management 
Body of Messolonghi Lagoon – Akarnanika Mountains extending its spatial competence not only 
with Amvrakia, Ozeros and Trichonida lakes, but also with Arakinthos, Akarnanika and 
Panaitoliko Mountains reaching now approx. 140,000.00 ha of protected areas in total. The 
Management Body aims at the conservation of biodiversity and the protection and preservation of 
the natural environment of the area, which is among the richest wetlands in numbers of bird 
species and marine life populations and habitats in the Mediterranean basin. 
 
Keywords: Management Body, National Park, Aitoloakarnania, Messolonghi Lagoon, Wetlands, 

Akarnanika Mountains 
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The international importance of Messolonghi Lagoon –Akarnanika 

Mountains for birds 
 

Kostas Papakonstantinou 
 

Hellenic Ornithological Society /Birdlife Greece 
E-mail: costpap@sch.gr  

 
 
The area covered by the National Park of Messolonghi Lagoon – Akarnanika Mountains includes 
five major and distinctive bird habitats: 1) Mudflats, tidal flats and saltmarshes. These are areas ideal 
for wading birds (up to 10.000 Greater Flamingos Phoenicopterus roseus and 5.000 herons in winter) 
and shorebirds (>20.000 in winter). This habitat type also includes the Messolonghi Salina, the 
largest saltwork in Greece, an important shorebird habitat. 2) Estuaries and lagoons. These are 
brackish wetlands ideal for waterbirds (up to 40.000 wintering ducks and Coot Fulica atra). There 
are two estuaries and several lagoons, including the central Messolonghi Lagoon which is the largest 
one in Greece, 3) Four freshwater lakes, including Lake Trichonis, the largest natural freshwater 
lake in Greece, important for passing and breeding waterbirds. 4) The Echinades Archipelago, with 
several islets important for seabirds (including the largest population of Mediterranean Shag 
Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii in Western Greece), as well as for waterbirds and raptors. 5) 
The mountain ranges of Akarnanika and Panaitoliko, as well as some lower rocky hills – this is 
mostly open mountain terrain important for raptors, but some forested areas are also included. Over 
300 bird species have been recorded within the National Park, including 17 seabird, >60 waders and 
shorebird, 27 waterfowl and 38 raptor species. Wintering and passage shorebirds in the mudflats are 
the most important ornithological element of the National Park, including internationally important 
numbers for some species like Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus (> 4.000) and Golden Plover 
Pluvialis apricaria (up to 5.000). Raptors are an impressively diverse group within the Park, with 
most European diurnal raptor species recorded within it. Breeding species include the last two 
Griffon vulture Gyps fulvus colonies in mainland Greece outside Thrace (NE Greece). 
 
Keywords: Νational Park, Aitoloakarnania, Messolonghi Lagoon, Wetlands, Bird habitats, 

Akarnanika Mountains 
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The experience of an IBA (Important Bird Area) caretaker in 

Messolonghi –Akarnanika mts National Park and the local volunteer 
ornithological group  

 
Nikos Noulas 

 
Important Bird Area Caretaker, Hellenic Ornithological Society /Birdlife Greece 

E-mail: nicolanoula@hotmail.com 
 
 
My special interest on bird watching started from the nearby lagoon of my hometown. As a volunteer 
of the Hellenic Ornithological Society (HOS) I had a valuable help on bird identification with the 
printed bird identification guide of HOS and my camera and I gained more experience with the 
special seminars for IBA caretakers held by HOS and the collaboration with other experienced bird-
watchers. The most important moment was in 2010, with the first discovery of a Dalmatian Pelican 
(Pelecanus crispus) nest and its careful monitoring and protection in one of the Messolonghi lagoons 
after decades. The winter activities focus on counting aquatic and other wild birds, such us the 
impressive Flamingos, but also observations of various rare bird species, such as the Cinereous 
vulture (Aegypius monachus), the Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) and others. All these 
experiences led to the establishment of the Local Voluntary Ornithological Group (“Messolonghi 
Birds”) aiming to raise public awareness, protect and treat injured wildlife and participate in all 
relevant conservation activities. Finally, either through my personal contribution or within our group 
activities and mainly with the assistance of the veterinarians of the area, I remain a warm supporter 
of any action for the conservation of our special avifauna and the public awareness about wild birds 
of the area. 
 

Keywords: Local bird-watching group, Rare birds, Conservation  
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Forest Service of Messolonghi: Prospects and Perspectives 

 
Yannis Deligiannis 

 
Forest Service of Messolonghi 
E Mail: yiadeyia@yahoo.gr 

 
 

The Forest Service of Messolonghi is a typical medium-sized Greek forest service as regards its 
means and personnel. However, it is charged with the management and the surveillance of a very 
special area of Greece regarding its environmental, cultural, social, historical and economical 
aspects. Our area of responsibility consists of a unique mix of landscapes and habitats of great 
environmental and scenic value. With our limited resources we have to deal with old, unceasing 
threats such as encroachment and illegal hunting, and relatively new challenges such as the 
examination of claims for land grants, the editing of the forest maps, the evaluation of the 
environmental impact assessment studies, and the licensing of various enterprises. We are very 
interested in enhancing the overall function of our service by utilizing state-of-the-art technologies 
and techniques, in facilitating the participation of the public in the formulation and implementation 
of management decisions, and in cooperating with Academia and other public or private bodies in 
order to achieve common goals. To do so we aim at exploiting European and national financing 
tools. 
 

Keywords: Resource limitations, Good governance, Public participation, EU funding 
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An overview of vulture status in Greece: past & present 

 
Stratis Bourdakis 

 
Hellenic Ornithological Society/Birdlife Greece 

E-mail: sbourdakis@gmail.com 
 
 
Greece still harbors breeding populations of all four European vulture species. All species have 
undergone a substantial shrinkage in their distribution and a dramatic decline in their population 
since the 80s. Numbers have decreased except for the Cinereous vulture (Aegypius monachus) which 
holds a localized slightly increasing population of 21-35 breeding pairs in the Dadia National Park, 
in the Thrace region. Bearded vulture (Gypaetus barbatus) became extinct in mainland Greece and 
six breeding pairs (eight territorial pairs) remain at the island of Crete. Similarly the Egyptian vulture 
(Neophron percnopterus), once common in central and northern Greece, is on the verge of extinction 
with only four breeding pairs at Thrace and Meteora area. The Griffon vulture (Gyps fulvus), 
formerly widespread in central and northern Greece, has suffered a considerable contraction of its 
range. Its current population size has been estimated at 240 breeding pairs at Crete, c. 20 breeding 
pairs at western and north-eastern Greece and a small colony in central Cyclades. Poisoning 
comprised the main mortality factor for all species devastating their numbers almost throughout the 
country. Additionally, land use changes which resulted in food shortage, habitat loss and direct 
persecution by man have kept their populations under continuous pressure. The construction of wind 
farms at critical areas for vultures is a serious threat endangering their survival across Greece. 
 
Keywords: Vultures, Greece, Breeding distribution, Population, Threats 
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Vulture status in Evros and Rhodopes,  

Past, present, and future 
 

Skartsi Theodora 
 

WWF Greece 
Email: d.skartsi@wwf.gr 

 
 

The two large vulture species, the Griffon and the Cinereous vulture, are dominant along the 
mountainous region of Evros and Rhodopes. Few pairs of Griffon vultures nest (2-7 pairs) in this 
region, i.e. in Filiouris and Kompsatos valleys, in South Evros and rarely in Dadia forest. However, 
based on long-term records of marked birds and results of satellite telemetry, a quite high number of 
individuals (>100) originating from Balkan colonies forage along this mountainous and semi-
mountainous area and feed at Dadia feeding site. Cinereous vulture nests only in Dadia forest (30-
35 pairs) but it forages in the wider area of Evros and Rhodopes mainly in areas with high numbers 
of livestock. Both species forage in the trans-border area of Rhodopes visiting the Bulgarian feeding 
sites and pastoral areas with food abundance. Four main threats are crucial for the survival of these 
species: illegal use of poisoned baits, decrease of extensive livestock, collision with wind farms and 
electrocution. Several measures have been implemented to control these threats such as the long-
term operation of Dadia feeding site, a new network of feeding sites in Kompsatos supported by the 
farmers, the use of anti-poison dog unit, presentations in authorities, agencies and schools, 
continuous information of farmers at the field, a proposal for the proper planning of wind farms in 
Thrace and insulation of a small number of electric pylons (50 pylons in Dadia forest). However, 
socio-economic factors drive to a severe decrease of extensive livestock perhaps without return 
unless strategic measures to support this part of the primary sector will urgently take place. Priorities 
for the future are the sustainability of Management Bodies of National Parks/Natura 2000, the 
enforcement of Forest and Veterinary Services, the adequate guarding for illegal use of poison baits, 
the proper planning of wind farms, the enforcement of free grazing livestock breeding, the 
enforcement of ungulates’ populations and the insulation of dangerous electric pylons. 
 
 
Keywords: Vultures, Threats, Rhodopes, Evros 
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After the Nestos Gorge mass poisoning event: 

opportunities for recovery 
 

Panagiotis M. Vafeidis 
 

Forester – Environmentalist, MSc. 
Decentralized Administration of Macedonia and Thrace 

Forest Office of Stavroupoli 
E-mail: vafeidis@wildlife.gr 

 
 

The gorge of Nestos River is an emblematic area of Northern Greece, as magnificent 
geomorphological formations along with the water element, compose sceneries of unparallel beauty. 
At the same time it is an important habitat for the bird fauna, while a few years ago they provided 
home for a large colony of Griffon vultures (Gyps fulvus) numbering more than 20 breeding pairs. 
However, in 2012, an unbelievable crime of mass poisoning was committed. Two wild horses, shot 
in the head and their skinned carcass were laced with toxic agrochemical. As a result seven dead 
raptors (two Griffon vultures, four Golden eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) and one Common buzzard 
(Buteo buteo) were lying dead next to them within a few days. Nevertheless, the damage was much 
worse. It is estimated that 30 - 40 vultures were poisoned, whereas all the birds that survived fled 
the area leaving the colony inactive ever since. The perpetrator remains unknown and unpunished 
while his lethal efficiency carried out extremely methodically, still causes awe. Today, with the 
funding of the European program “INTERREG Greece - Bulgaria” we are implementing a set of 
conservation actions aiming to attract the vultures and eradicate the causes that led to their 
destruction. The program includes the following actions: construction, establishment and operation 
of an information center targeting to the inhabitants and the visitors of the area, installing a telematic 
network, commission of a flying surveillance system that will be especially adapted and modified 
for the needs of the program, re-operation of two supplementary feeding stations for large 
scavengers, updating the management plan of the Nestos gorge, patrolling with an anti-poison dog 
unit and undertaking events for informing and sensitizing the public. Nevertheless, the dramatic lack 
of personnel of the Forest Office of Stavroupoli, undermines the whole venture and if not addressed 
promptly, it will most likely lead to the failure of the entire project. 
 
Keywords: Nestos, Poisoning, Vulture, Interreg program  
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The importance of Voras mts (Kaimaktsalan-Tzena-Pinovo)  

for Balkan vulture conservation 
 

Konstantinou Pantelis 
 

Aridea Forest Service  
Decentralized Administration of Macedonia and Thrace 

E-mail: pkonstan@damt.gov.gr 
 
 

The mountain ranges of Almopia region in Northern Greece (Voras and Tzena Pinovo Mts) are 
critical areas for vulture conservation in the Balkans, centrally placed in the peninsula. Altitudes 
range from 120 m to 2512 m a.s.l., with rugged topography and cliff formations of southern 
exposures that facilitate raptor nesting. Extensive subalpine pastures of 6500 ha host small and large 
domestic grazers during the summer months. All four European species were breeding till the 1980s 
and could still be seen up to 2007 in small numbers by visiting a specially constructed vulture 
supplementary feeding station. The survival of extant species and the recolonization of the ones 
extinct will depend on specific management measures, within and outside the area. The mountain 
massifs of Almopia area are a central link in the connectivity of Griffon vulture populations in their 
dispersal between the north and south, a suitable habitat for the population expansion of the Egyptian 
vulture once its population trends are reversed and constitute potential dispersal sites for 
reintroduced Cinereous and Bearded vultures in the Balkan region. 
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Pindos mountain chain constitutes the backbone of mainland Greece, where palaeoenvironmental 
and archaeological evidence confirms that transhumant activities shaped the present day cultural 
landscapes from the early bronze age, at least 40 centuries BP. Nowadays hundreds of scattered 
villages located within extensive open woodlands, rangelands and extensive meadows characterize 
a diverse landscape intersected with canyons, gorges and rivers, an area famous in the past for raptors 
diversity and density. Systematic use of poison baits (legal and recently illegally) to tackle the 
comeback of wolf led to the extirpation of all vulture species except Griffons that visit the area 
seasonally. We used one-year telemetry data from 5 GPS-tagged Griffon vultures captured in 
Bulgaria in 2017-2018 in the framework of the Life14NAT/BG/649 project with the contribution of 
Messolonghi Lagoon-Akarnanika Mts Management Body, Messolonghi Forest Service, ANIMA, 
Hellenic Ornithological Society & WWF-Greece. The last two Griffon vulture colonies near 
Messolonghi town and Akarnanika Mountains attract birds from all other Balkan colonies. Agrafa, 
Tzoumerka and Peristeri mountains (Thessaly and Epirus regions) are frequently visited, while 
several “traditional” roosting sites and deserted Griffon vulture colonies are used by local and 
foreign birds. Most areas have been designated as Special Protected Areas (SPA’s) within the 
European Natura 2000 network. Conservation and re-establishment of vultures as flagship species 
for nature conservation and transhumant activities could link authorities responsible for sustainable 
SPA and National Park management, giving a central role to traditional extensive livestock breeding 
practices through the promotion of local high-quality dairy products. 
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All four European vulture species are found in Crete, while two of them namely the Bearded vulture 
(Gypaetus barbatus) and the Griffon vulture (Gyps fulvus) are resident. The Cinereous vulture 
(Aegypius monachus) is a winter visitor whereby immature birds in dispersion arrive on the island 
and stay for 4-5 months, while the Egyptian vulture (Neophron percnopterus) is usually observed 
during the fall migration. During the last two decades six conservation projects were implemented 
on Crete by means of national and European funds that totaled in budget ca. 3 million euro. Most of 
these projects aimed to improve the conservation status of the Bearded vulture and the management 
of priority raptor species primarily through: a) research and population monitoring, b) reduction of 
human-induced mortality factors, c) improvement of reproductive success and survival rates, d) 
upgrading of foraging habitat quality, e) raising of public awareness, and e) the promotion of 
sustainable ecotourism and agro-environmental practices. Population trends have been positive for 
both resident vulture species during the present decade. According to current surveys there are 6-8 
breeding pairs of Bearded vultures and 350-400 breeding pairs of Griffons on the island which 
constitute the largest insular population of both species worldwide. 
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Extensive livestock breeding remains an important economic activity in many rural areas of Greece; 
it supports local economies and inhabitants who do not wish to move to urban areas or to abandon 
traditional activities although the economic efficiency of many such businesses is not prosperous, 
especially over the last years. High production costs, unfair allocation of EU Common Agricultural 
Policy (Pilar 1) funds among farmers, insufficient marketing of local products, lack of genetic 
improvement programs of autochthonous breeds, the recent collapse of prices for sheep and goat 
milk – the basic ingredients of the globally well-known Greek “Feta” cheese – as a result of massive 
imports of milk and non-effective controls in the market, predation of livestock by wolf and 
poisoning of guardian dogs are among the main problems faced by Greek stockbreeders. On the 
other hand, sheep, goat and cattle grazing play a major role in shaping and maintaining landscapes 
of very high diversity both in terms of structural characteristics (e.g. agro-silvo-pastoral systems) 
and biodiversity (e.g. specific habitat types, wild fauna and flora). The well-documented ecological 
role of grazing and pastoral breeding systems – with their visible effects throughout the 
Mediterranean basin since millennia – is increasingly being recognized and appears as a value to 
preserve, as well as to manage sustainably, in national legislation. According to a Common 
Ministerial Decision (CMD) issued in 2017, Grazing Management Plans (GMPs) will be produced 
for approx. 250 Municipalities (out of 325 in total) covering more than 40% of the total terrestrial 
surface area of the country. Among other very important issues that will be studied by the GMPs, 
the need to establish feeding stations for carrion-eating birds will be investigated based on the 
relevant national and EU legislation and in accordance with the national program for the collection 
and management of dead livestock. Such management practices will further highlight the connection 
between traditional stockbreeding and nature conservation as they facilitate the daily life of 
stockbreeders and support rare species such as vultures. 
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The Egyptian vulture (Neophron percnopterus) is the most endangered species out of the four vulture 
species that can be found in the Balkans. Its status in the region is critical (EN in the IUCN Red 
List), especially in Greece where only five breeding pairs remained in 2018. The species faces many 
threats such as changes in traditional livestock farming and habitat loss, electrocution, poaching and 
egg taking for collectors and illegal use of poison baits. The latter has been proved to be the main 
reason of direct mortality for the species and is thus considered the most important threat in the 
Balkans, particularly in Greece. Two LIFE projects have tried to address the reasons causing the 
population’s dramatic decrease while increasing the knowledge about the species. A long list of 
actions were implemented during the first LIFE project “The Return of the Neophron” LIFE10 
NAT/BG/000152 (2011-2016) in Bulgaria and Greece, such as satellite tagging of birds, nest 
guarding, supplementary feeding, awareness raising, training seminars for law enforcement officers, 
establishment of the first antipoison dog units in Greece, operation of a national antipoison task 
force, development and endorsement of the Greek Species Action Plan, creation of land users 
network against poison baits and insulation of electricity pylons among others. A second LIFE 
project based on the findings, results and gaps of the previous one started in 2017. The “New LIFE 
for the Egyptian vulture” project (LIFE16 NAT/BG/000874), due to end in 2022, capitalizes on the 
efforts, know-how and progress of the previous project and has expanded many actions to include 
up to 14 countries in the Balkans (mainly FYROM and Albania) as well as countries in the Middle 
East and Africa, aiming to take action in the areas where the species seasonal life circle (breeding, 
migration & wintering) occurs. Many threats can be site-specific and thus need concrete actions 
(illegal trade for belief-based practices or poisoning due to feral dog control with strychnine). The 
new project also proposes an innovative approach to species restocking, through the creation of a 
Balkan captive breeding population, the drafting of a feasibility study for the whole region, and pilot 
releases of captive-bred individuals in Bulgaria.  
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The illegal use of poison baits is identified as one of the most important conservation problems in 
Greece. This practice has pushed several scavenger species, vultures in particular, to the brink of 
extinction. The mass poisoning incident in Nestos Straits that caused the collapse of the remaining 
largest colony of Griffon vultures in mainland Greece led the European Commission to start an 
infringement procedure against Greece. This crime also triggered the creation of the Antipoison Task 
Force (APTF), which consists of six environmental NGOs and the NHMC/UoC (Natural History 
Museum of Crete/University of Crete), and is coordinated by the Hellenic Ornithological Society. 
The APTF has developed a poisoning incident recording protocol, and recorded data is input into an 
Antipoison Data Base, which provides for the first time, a tool for data gathering in a systematic 
manner all the information regarding poisoning events. The protocol has now been adopted by the 
State through the endorsement of the Local Actions Plans against the illegal use of poison baits 
developed under the project LIFE16 NAT/BG/000874 “Egyptian Vulture New LIFE”. The members 
of the APTF implement a wide range of actions such as the recording of the known incidents and 
making them publicly available through reports, the submission of complaints, the implementation 
of training seminars for the competent local authorities, the submission of a draft national strategy 
against the illegal use of poison baits to the relevant ministries, and last but not least raising 
awareness and zero tolerance on local and national level against the environmental crime of wildlife 
poisoning. 
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Between 2012 and 2015, seven Egyptian vultures (Neophron percnopterus) were recorded poisoned 
in Greece. To address this threat, two teams consisting of specially trained dogs for the detection of 
poisoned baits were created in 2014 in Central Greece and Thrace respectively. Since March 2014 
until June 2018 a total of 306 patrols were conducted, covering 685 km and detecting 146 poisoned 
animals and 146 poisoned baits. The most common species found dead was the domestic dog (Canis 
familiaris) with 88 dead poisoned individuals (60%), followed by the Red fox (Vulpes vulpes) with 
30 individuals (21%). 74% of the incidents took place during the months when the Egyptian vulture 
is present in Greece. Charges were pressed in 53.8% of the incidents, while toxicological analyses 
were carried out in 64.6%. The Anti-poison Dog Units are an innovative and effective prevention 
action that has contributed to throw some light on the extent of the illegal use of poison baits in 
Greece while preventing further poisonings.  
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The LIFE Natura Themis (LIFE14 GIE/GR/000026) is a 5-year project (October 2015 – September 
2020), which aims to raise awareness about the prosecution of crimes against wildlife and to promote 
the application of environmental liability for the remediation of biodiversity damage in the 
NATURA 2000 areas in Crete. The main project actions and means involved to reach the project 
objectives are presented, i.e. baseline survey conducted at the project’s start, concerning the 
evaluation of Crete’s population knowledge status on environmental crime and environmental 
liability; establishment of two (2) Environmental Law Observatories, in East and West Crete, 
respectively; awareness raising activities such as workshops, conferences, an application for smart 
devices that target both specialized social groups (e.g. lawyers, judges, prosecutors, public 
authorities, etc.) and local population of Crete; training seminars to develop specific skills to 
stakeholders; production of three (3) Technical Guides for specific targeted groups; usage of project 
website and local media as tools towards environmental awareness and last the development of 
specific indicators for the evaluation of the project effectiveness. 
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ANIMA is an NGO focusing on the rehabilitation of wild animals and operates the main First Aid 
Station for wildlife in Greece. Receiving wildlife from all over Greece, ANIMA treats more than 
4.000 animals annually, many of which are rare, threatened or endangered species. During these last 
13 years ANIMA has received 123 vultures i.e. four Cinereous vultures (Aegypius monachus), four 
Egyptian vultures (Neophron percnopterus) and 115 Griffon vultures (Gyps fulvus). The majority of 
the cases include disorientated, poisoned or injured vultures as quite often fledged vultures are found 
wandering by the sea or emaciated due to starvation. They simply require food and time to regain 
their strength, usually between 4-6 months, before they can be released back to the wild.  The 
Vultures which are poisoned due to the consumption of poisoned carcass or baits require immediate 
first aid actions and intensive care. Some vultures are found electrocuted or injured after colliding 
with power lines and wind turbines. Treatment usually involves an operation, while rehabilitation is 
necessary before they can fly again. The ANIMA’s aim is to release all rehabilitated, fit and healthy 
birds back into nature as soon as possible and to provide a safe place for those unable to be 
successfully released. These successes are often achieved through important collaborations and by 
training of local teams and operators in the provision of first aid to emergencies involving wildlife. 
ANIMA takes an active role in raising awareness regarding vulture conservation and their ecological 
services by engaging resident people. In this framework ANIMA implements the “Paratiro” project 
that deals with data collection on incidents of sick and injured wildlife across the entire territory of 
Greece. 
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Harnessing Aeolian energy by wind farms is considered as part of the solution for climate change 
effects mitigation. When wind farm spatial planning ignores Endangered Species Range Use 
(ESRU), serious conservation conflicts can arise. We present two such cases of wind farms Priority 
Areas from Greece (Thrace and Roumeli-Epirus). For both we used telemetry data from vultures [19 
(Aegypius monachus), 5 Griffon Vultures (Gyps fulvus) respectively] so as to provide spatial 
prioritization for wind farm development on the basis of Species Specific Sensitivity Maps (SSSM). 
For Thrace, we additionally predict Cumulative Collision Mortality (CCM) for operating and 
proposed wind farms. Cinereous vulture CCM was found to be eight times greater in the future than 
currently (operating project, 5.45 deaths annually, 99% avoidance rate), equivalent to 44% of the 
current population (103 individuals) if all proposals for new wind farms are authorized (2744 ). We 
found that 75% of the projects are planned in the Cinereous vulture core-area. Griffons’ core-area is 
covering 2270 km2, overlapping with three National Parks (16 Natura sites) and 674 wind turbines 
are under consideration within their borders (18% installation licenses). The over-concentration of 
wind farms in the Vulture’s Core-Areas is considered as severely problematic for vulture population 
persistence. Based on the precautionary principle, we propose vulture core areas to be declared as 
wind farm exclusion-zones and the authorities to promote the research on wind farm development 
and vulture conservation. Charismatic SSSMs, can offer a spatially explicit solution to the conflict 
between wind farm development and vulture conservation, favoring also other raptor species, 
especially when there is lack of data and large-scale development proposals are involved. 
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Europe is not usually regarded as a continent of vultures, but today our continent is becoming a 
reservoir for vulture abundance, vulture conservation know-how, and best practice. Europe´s 
vultures also offer a glimmer of hope in what is a dramatic situation elsewhere, with vultures 
virtually wiped out in South Asia (mostly due to veterinary drug Diclofenac) and undergoing a 
serious vulture crisis in Africa (mostly due to widespread poisoning). On the contrary, in Western 
Europe, 3 of the 4 European vulture species have increased significantly, and are reoccupying former 
historic range, thorough recolonizations or reintroductions. This is due to several factors: shared 
consensual priorities, good research underpinning conservation action, good legislation (EU nature 
directives), committed national, regional and/or local authorities with adequate enforcement 
capacity, funding (notably through the EU LIFE funding instrument) and capable NGOs. In this 
globally positive story, the Balkans are the next frontier – there vulture populations have been much 
depleted, and are scattered and fragmented, but we are now starting to see the beginning of the 
recovery curve that happened in western Europe, as Griffon vulture (Gyps fulvus) population is 
starting to increase, and Cinereous vultures (Aegypius monachus) are being reintroduced. But for 
this to be sustained, continuous work on the vulture´s main threats – poisoning, electrocution, 
collision, direct persecution, food availability and lead poisoning – should continue and be enhanced. 
The Balkans are important to link Europe’s vultures to those of the Middle East and the Caucasian 
region. 
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Poison is the single most important threat to vultures in the Balkan Peninsula, and has contributed 
to the regional extinction or severe depletion of all the species in the region. The Vulture 
Conservation Foundation has been working for more than a decade in the region, in close 
collaboration with conservation NGOs from individual countries, and has acquired practical 
experience in vulture conservation through the implementation of the Balkan Vulture Action Plan 
(BVAP) and knowledge of the poisoning issues therein. At present this practice is illegal in Europe, 
including the Balkan countries, but it is still in use by local people as a quick and affordable 
“solution” for resolving the conflicts with predators and other wildlife regarded as vermin. Its 
widespread use has also been facilitated by the poor enforcement of the legislation and uncontrolled 
use of pesticides. The Balkan Anti-Poisoning Project is a cross-border initiative bringing together 
wildlife conservation organizations, governmental agencies and other stakeholder such as hunting 
associations, farmers and scientists from five countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Greece and FYR of Macedonia) to tackle illegal wildlife poisoning by focusing of governmental 
engagement and law enforcement, and also securing regional collaborative network between them 
and with other western European countries more experienced on this subject.  
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LIFE-IP 4 NATURA, the largest project in terms of duration and funding for the protection of the 
Greek nature, aims to develop and implement specific priority measures and policies included in the 
Greek “Prioritized Action Framework 2014-2020” for the management and conservation of the 
Greek Natura 2000 network. More specifically, the project in combination with additional funding 
(Assembly of Special Environmental Studies and Management Plans for NATURA 2000 sites in 
Greece), will implement several NATURA 2000 Management Plans (MPs) in four Administrative 
Regions and it will formulate, legally approve and implement Action Plans for species/habitats of 
Community Interest. Additionally, it will Map and Assess Ecosystem Services (MAES) of the Greek 
AMTURA 2000 network and it will develop web-based interactive/cutting edge GIS tools for 
effective management of the NATURA 2000 network by competent authorities. Furthermore, the 
project will map all stakeholders involved in NATURA 2000 network, it will launch a nation-wide 
communication and dissemination campaign and it will monitor and coordinate all existing 
complementary funds relative to NATURA 2000 network of the country. The project overall goal is 
to contribute to the development and implementation of National and European Union policy and 
legislation in the FIELD of nature and biodiversity conservation and management. 
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In the beginning of the 20th century, Eurasian Griffons (Gyps fulvus) bred over the most of Croatia, 
in the mainland, along much of the Dalmatian coast and on not less than 11 Adriatic islands. 
However, during the second half of the 20th century, their population in Croatia has undergone a 
drastic decline in range and numbers. Today, breeding is confirmed only on five islands in Kvarner 
Archipelago (North Adriatic) and population is reduced to less than 100 breeding pairs. Although 
the species was legally protected in 1967, and the use of poisoned baits for predator control was 
banned in 1972, this practice never stopped among the local livestock breeders. The baits are usually 
placed against stray dogs, wolf packs, jackals, bears or wild boars which may inflict major damages 
to the shepherds. We estimate that 300-500 Griffons were poisoned during the last 50 years in 
Croatia. Poisoning causes 20.75% of Griffons' mortality, and it is one of the most probable causes 
for extinction of the Egyptian (Neophron percnopterus) and Cinereous Vulture (Aegypius 
monachus) from Croatia. Touristic disturbance occurs at nesting colonies, and it causes 50.31% of 
juvenile mortalities due to premature fledgling and drowning. Griffons are still shot (1.89%), many 
were electrocuted (8.18%), or killed by wind farms. Lead contamination of juveniles has been also 
recorded. There is a strong decline in the number of sheep in extensive farming on Cres and Krk 
islands during the last 40 years, which have critically reduced the availability of food supply.   
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Eurasian Griffon (Gyps fulvus) was a frequent species in Serbia until the 1950s. Its decline was the 
result of the usage of poisoned baits in the anti-predator campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s, food 
unavailability, which was caused by changes in agricultural practices, decreasing number of grazing 
cattle and new veterinary practices – the obligation to bury carrions. Other threats were trophy 
hunting, habitat loss and man-made disturbances at breeding cliffs. In recent times, the species nests 
only in Western Serbia - Tresnjica, Uvac and Milesevka gorge. Efforts for Griffons’ legal protection 
begun in the 1970s with the establishment of the first Nature Reserve and the protection of the 
species by law; later on followed by the creation of Nature Reserves in Tresnjica (1995) and Uvac 
(1995). The Institute for Biological Research began demographic researches of Griffons in the 
1980s. A supplementary feeding program, especially in the winter period, was crucial for the survival 
and increase of Griffon population in Serbia. The first feeding station operated in 1989 (at Tresnjica). 
The Institute for Biological Research, together with the Birds of Prey Protection Foundation and 
Belgrade University, has been engaged in monitoring population of vultures for more than three 
decades. The ringing and wing tagging started in 1986 and enable the research of foraging activities 
and migratory routes of vultures. Today the main causes of mortality are adverse weather condition, 
shooting and illegal trade (especially in the Middle East), but the most significant ones are still 
poisoning and electrocution. Network of feeding sites in Serbia will allow further increase of the 
population and improve conditions for the return of the Cinereous vulture (Aegypius monachus).. 
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From all four European vulture species, at present, only Griffon (Gyps fulvus) and Egyptian vultures 
(Neophron percnopterus) are found as breeding species in FYROM. The last Cinereous (Aegypius 
monachus) and Bearded vultures (Gypaetus barbatus) disappeared from FYROM in 2005 and 2006 
respectively. The main reasons for the extinction of vulture species have been: the abandonment of 
traditional grazing and livestock breeding as well as use of poisons against terrestrial predators and 
poaching. Poisoning is a serious threat to all vultures. Local stockbreeders and other people 
sometimes suffer from damages caused by wolves (Canis lupus), feral dogs and other terrestrial 
predators. Often the reaction of people having losses from such predators is to use poison baits, 
although this practice is illegal. Food availability, is the next most important factor for vulture 
survival. In the last 10 to 15 years this problem has been exacerbated: our experience has shown that 
feeding is a very important measure that attracts and keeps vultures in safe areas near the feeding 
places and colonies. Therefore “Team of NCA – Aquila” provides feeding regularly, once a week, 
in the feeding place Vitacevo. The feeding place at Vitacevo-Kavadarci is the most important, not 
only because it attracts a largest number of griffon , but also because in its vicinity there are 4-6 
active nests of Egyptian vultures, that use the feeding place regularly. Unfortunately, in a small 
country like FYROM, facing many economic and social challenges, nature conservation is not of  
high social priority. Despite all conservation efforts, but without any financial support, nearly three-
quarters of the vulture populations have already been lost during the last 15 years, from various 
reasons, but most often because of illegal use of poisons. 
 
Keywords: Poisons, Feeding places, Vitacevo, Financial support 
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The vulture conservation in Bulgaria dates back to the early 80s when 2 of the 4 vulture species were 
already extinct. However, through establishment of feeding stations the Griffon vulture (Gyps fulvus) 
population started recovering while the Egyptian vulture (Neophron percnopterus) was still wide 
spread but with unknown population numbers. The Bulgarian Society for the Protection of Birds 
(BSPB), founded in the late 80s, started immediately the implementation of vulture monitoring 
programs and supported the further maintenance of “vulture restaurants” along with other NGOs, 
such as the Green Balkans. Through sustainable management of feeding stations and the 
establishment of a network of protected areas in the Eastern Rhodopes, the BSPB was directly 
involved in the positive trend of the Griffon vulture population. In 2016 the LIFE project 
“Conservation of Cinereous and Griffon vultures in the cross-border Rhodope mountains” enlarged 
the scale of the conservation and research actions on the species which increased from 10 breeding 
pairs in 1987 to 95 breeding pairs in 2018 and also supported the Cinereous vulture (Aegypius 
monachus) population. At the same time a LIFE project implemented by the Green Balkans, FWFF 
(Fund for Wild Flora and Fauna) and BPPS (Birds of Prey Protection Society) restored the Griffon 
vulture as a breeder in former breeding range of the species in Bulgaria. The active conservation of 
the Egyptian vulture (Neophron percnopterus) in Bulgaria started in 2003 when the BSPB launched 
a relevant project on the species. In 2005 started the marking of birds and colleting evidences for the 
existing threats and population numbers initiated, although over a period of 30 years (1980s 
onwards) about 80% of the Egyptian vulture population of the Balkans had been lost. The LIFE 
project “The Return of the Neophron” was a stepping stone towards applying urgent conservation 
measures to secure the survival of the species on the Balkans and along its migratory flyway.  
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From the four species of the European vultures once breeding in Albania, only the Egyptian vulture 
(Neophron percnopterus) is still breeding with a very small population of only 14 individuals. At 
present (2018) there are nine breeding territories, of which five are occupied by pairs and four by 
single birds. Vulture Conservation Foundation has carried out the first most complete survey for the 
presence of vultures in Albania between the years 2004-2007. The Bulgarian Society for the 
Protection of Birds and partners, within the “LIFE Neophron” project, took over conservation efforts 
in 2012 and continued ever since. The population of the Egyptian Vulture has undergone a dramatic 
decline during the last 40 years with a 5-fold population reduction The population of the species has 
remained stable only during the last decade. The main threat for the species in Albania has proved 
to be the use of poison baits set by shepherds, occurring in all of the species territories in Albania. 
The energy distribution network might be considered as the 2nd most important threat, heavily 
present within and around the breeding territories and composed from dangerous pylons of medium 
to small voltage. The main challenges for the conservation of this species nationally are the 
mitigation of these two threats. 
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Hundreds of scavenger species, ranging from microbes to insects, fish, mammals and birds, perform 
a vital task for the function of life on earth, by consuming decomposing dead biomass. Among them, 
vultures are unique obligate scavengers that first appeared 50 million years ago. Since the first 
hominids walked on earth, four million years ago, various co-evolutionary processes have tied 
human life with the vultures. Old World and New World vultures infiltrated myths and became 
symbols to peoples, in all continents where these magnificent species exist. In the long course of 
human prehistory and history, from followers of scavengers in their quest for food, humans gradually 
became the ‘leaders’ of the vultures, by providing carrion at an increasing rate during the last c. 
10,000 years of hunting and animal husbandry. However, since the end of the 20th century, rapid 
and extensive landscape and land use changes and implementation of new sanitary practices are 
depriving scavengers of their main food source. Moreover, "progress" and expansion of human 
societies in the modern world bring new threats such as; wind farms, power lines, and poison baits 
which make the status of all vulture species very unstable. Modern societies should ask themselves 
if they will allow vultures to perform their ecosystem services in the future or just let them perish. 
 
Keywords: Human - vulture relation, Global vulture crisis  
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Vultures are emblematic birds that have a special role in the symbolic lore of local communities. 
Their necrophagous nature is the key to understanding different views about them. They may be 
sources of shamanistic power, bringers of the opportunity for spiritual rebirth, connected with 
funeral rites and magical healing praxis but also signs of evil, misfortune and miasma, because of 
beliefs related to unburied corpses. Vultures are perceived as "Nature’s cleaners", yet the image of 
a Griffon vulture (Gyps fulvus) often presages negative emotions and economic woes. On the other 
hand, Egyptian vultures (Neophron percnopterus) are categorized as beloved migratory birds 
because they arrive in the Balkans at the spring equinox, mediating symbolically the circle of time 
and not the end of this life as other vultures do. The conservation status of most vultures indicates a 
very high risk of extinction in the wild, making their future in our world uncertain. At the same time 
their position in modern culture is liminal because they stand actually and symbolically at the 
boundary between life and death, purity and dirt, wilderness and domestication, extinction and 
survival. This position on the margin is good to think about when contemplating new threats (wind 
farms, powerlines, poison baits, change in hygiene rules for the disposal of carcasses) and 
conservation practices (vulture restaurants, reintroduction), but also the ethics, moral codes and the 
survival of carrion eaters in modern societies. 
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The presence of stray and or feral dogs (Canis familiaris) in Greek rural landscapes – even far from 
human settlements – is a well-known but poorly documented and quantified fact. Typically, the dog 
populations in the countryside consist of resident feral, solitary or pack living dogs, permanent or 
seasonal shepherd dogs (often free ranging near livestock corrals), with a seasonal influx of hunting 
dogs and also stray dogs. While in some cases dogs exceed wild canid populations by orders of 
magnitude, no study has examined the potential impact of those dogs on Greece’s wild canids i.e. 
[Wolf (Canis lupus), Golden jackal (Canis aureus), and Red fox (Vulpes vulpes). Camera traps were 
placed in the lowlands and semi-mountainous areas up to 1100 a.s.l., in a variety of natural habitats 
and areas dominated by human activities such as livestock-raising and farming. In Western Greece, 
our study area, the Red fox is present throughout the area; the Wolf has sporadic occurrence but 
mostly in semi-mountainous landscapes, while the Golden jackal’s irregular presence in the 
lowlands has been recently confirmed. The stray/feral dogs have a high density and a widespread 
distribution with frequent attacks on domestic animals, resulting to the frequent and extensive use 
of illegal poison baits for their elimination, also affecting the populations of wild carnivores and 
other scavenger species including vultures and raptors, a similar situation happening in the Balkans 
and in other parts of Europe. We discuss our findings and propose management measures to address 
dog numbers – a largely ignored carnivore conservation challenge – and the perceived role of wild 
canids’ in livestock depredation incidents.  
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Wind energy facilities in Greece have been largely developed solely based on wind power potential, 
overcoming serious considerations of biodiversity issues. In the present study we present the most 
prominent cases of disregard to raptor conservation. This situation persists due to the absence of any 
formal assessment of cumulative impacts on regional and national scale and the absence of any 
meaningful statutory framework for exclusion zones. The necessary data required to properly assess 
population level impacts (e.g. additive mortality, displacement), such as accurate distribution maps 
and spatial use patterns for several species are currently absent. Meanwhile, up to date independent 
research on sensitivity mapping has been largely ignored and the licensing process advances on a 
case by case basis. We argue that unless certain restrictions are imposed to wind farm development 
such as exclusion zones, there is scope for severe and irreversible impacts on the integrity of raptor 
populations in their strongholds in Greece. In addition, habitat degradation will jeopardize the 
ecological coherence of the Special Protection Areas designated under the EU “Birds” Directive that 
host them. The European Commission has launched an infringement procedure against Greece for 
failure to comply with applicable EU legislation as regards wind farm planning and permitting across 
the country. It is hoped that in the upcoming revision of the Special Framework for Spatial Planning 
for Renewable Energy Sources, sensitivity mapping should be conducted and exclusion zones should 
be included in order to resolve the so far conflict between raptors conservation and wind farms 
development. 
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The Griffon Vulture (Gyps fulvus) population was declining dramatically in Cyprus during the last 
few years leading to a small nucleus of griffons numbering in December 2012 10-11 individuals. A 
project carried out under an INTERREG (“Gross Border Cooperation Program Greece-Cyprus 2007-
2013”), that stared in September 2011, aimed to reinforce the local population of griffons Overall 
25 immature vultures mostly born during 2012 and 2013 were brought from the island of Grete-
Greece and were gradually released along with two individuals born in Limassol Zoo. All griffons 
were wing-tagged and radio monitored via GPS/GSM transmitters. A poisoning event that occurred 
between November 2015 and March 2016 was responsible for the death of 11 individuals (six of 
them of Cretan origin). Nevertheless nesting activity was recorded in 2017 where a pair of Cretan 
birds produced successfully a fledgling. Provided that poisoning cases remain low we expect the 
formation of more breeding pairs in the near future.  
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The Griffon vulture was considered to be extinct as a breeding bird in Bulgaria by the end of the 
1960s. In 1978, the species was rediscovered in the Eastern Rhodopes with one breeding pair and 
less than 30 immature individuals. Despite the success of the immediately initiated and later 
intensified conservation measures the species increased very slowly and in next three decades its 
breeding range remained relatively small, located 20 to 30 km along the valley of the Arda River. 
The recovery of the species at national level was initiated in 2010 through a reintroduction project, 
where captive bred birds from Spain and France were translocated and released after being held in 
acclimatization aviaries. For seven years, more than 275 individuals were reintroduced in five sites 
– four along Balkan Mountains and one in the Kresna Gorge. In 2016, the first successful fledging 
of 11 chicks took place, meanwhile the species population was estimated at 25 breeding pairs that 
marked its successful reintroduction in three new sites namely the Vrachanski Balkan Nature Park 
(10 breeding pairs and 4 fledglings), the Eastern Balkan Mountains (8 pairs and 5 fledglings) and 
the Kresna Gorge (7 pairs and 2 fledglings). These pairs led the national population of the species to 
a further increase by ca. 20%. Together with the on-going growth of the autochthonous population 
in the Eastern Rhodopes (75-80 breeding pairs), the current national Griffon vulture population 
numbers 100 breeding pairs that are distributed in 13 colonies while the species range has tripled 
from 3,220 km² to more than 10,500 km². 
 
Keywords: Re-introduction, Vulture restaurants, Vulture safe areas, Balkan Mountains, Kresna 
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Many different approaches and activities were implemented in the last two decades to combat 
wildlife poisoning in the Balkans. Despite the species and habitat protection measures undertaken 
by governments and the long-term engagement of NGOs in the Balkan region, the threat of poisoning 
is hardly controlled yet and so far remains misunderstood and underrated among specialized 
institutions and authorities. However, one could hardly relate a dead vulture found dead within the 
nest, or anywhere in the field, to the specific site where it was poisoned. In some cases, the birds or 
any other dead animals could be found next to the bait, but in the case of vultures, they could move 
to some or even tens of kilometers from the place where they consumed the poisoned meat. We 
introduce a new approach to track the vultures’ whereabouts and to use some individuals as poison 
“spy agents” in the field. The rapidly developing technologies of GPS bird tracking and the 
frequently affordable prices of data load possibility by GPRS network gave us a powerful tool to 
track vultures in real time via the internet and follow them in the field in case any suspicious 
behavioral observation is noticed. For a year and a half now, 15 Griffon vultures were and are still 
tracked in this intensive way in one LIFE project covering almost all of the vultures’ distribution on 
the Balkans.  
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The theme of the presentation touches upon the NGO of the “Green Balkans' actions on vulture 
conservation in Bulgaria, focusing on the Wildlife Rehabilitation and Breeding Centre's work in that 
field. The Wildlife Rehabilitation and Breeding Centre (WRBC) is a specialized unit of the Green 
Balkans Federation of Nature Conservation NGOs – Stara Zagora, concerned with the rehabilitation, 
treatment, recovery, and release of rare wild animals or species threatened with extinction. The 
Centre was created during 1990-1994 by activists of the “Green Balkans. The Centre has officially 
been approved as a CITES Rescue Centre in 2003 and is working on preventing bird crime and 
illegal trade. It operates with over 50 facilities specialized for rehabilitation, treatment, breeding and 
raising of rare species, including a clinic with specialized equipment, a surgery, an X-ray room, 
rehabilitation and recovery housings, a quarantine room and differently sized aviaries for 
accommodating birds able to fly. The entire complex covers a total area of 6.800 m .The Centre 
is involved with treatment and rehabilitation of vultures and their release to the wild. It is also dealing 
with captive-breeding of all the European vulture species and development of reintroduction 
programs. The staff is also developing educational activities and environmental youth programs. 
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The provision of food to vulture populations, in areas where food availability is low or the use of 
poison bait is severe is regarded as a prerequisite for their survival, successful breeding and dispersal. 
The organization of supplementary feeding schemes through the establishment and operation of 
feeding stations as well as through the free carcasses and carrion disposal in spatially defined zones 
comprise significant management tools aiming to the long-term survival of the species. The present 
work constitutes an integrated proposal to the competent authorities in Greece for the necessary 
amendments that have to be executed in the view of the relevant EU Regulations. Greece has set up 
and operated only a small number of feeding stations countrywide during the last decades, in a rather 
unsystematic manner, lacking an overall national strategy on this issue and completely depending 
on external funds (e.g. LIFE projects). The country must implement a combined system of fenced 
supplementary feeding stations and a free carrion disposal scheme under a well-designed national 
strategy. 
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Wildlife rehabilitation began in Greece by caring individuals and continued by non-governmental 
organizations. The ministerial decision of 2000 (Government Gazette Issue / FEK Β' 223) gave the 
criteria and procedures for the approval and supervision of Rehabilitation Centers: objectives of 
Centers, agencies that can be permitted, supervising authorities, procedures and inspection, a 
summary of specifications about facilities. However, there are legal gaps and guidelines about 
collection and transportation of species and also for appropriate release. Rehabilitation needs 
extended expertise and ability. Universities and, the responsible for wildlife, Forest Service should 
have been more involved. An Academic Wildlife Rehabilitation Center with the appropriate 
equipment and funding, and regional First Aid Stations would constitute an appropriate structure. 
Volunteers engaged in wildlife rehabilitation activities must attain a minimum level of competency. 
Generally, the topics of animal biology, nutrition requirements, treatment, and rehabilitation and 
habitat preferences are of great importance. In evaluating competency, a 100-question exam can be 
used and a seminar and practical training should also be the prerequisites for certification of wildlife 
rehabilitators.  
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Picture 1: Field trip for the foreigner participants of the International Workshop to Kleisoura Canyon 
where a local Griffon Vulture colony exist. 
 

 
Picture 2: The first flight of the released Griffon Vulture named “Nikoleta” in the Paliarolaka gorge, 
a after a year of rehabilitation, by the experts of the International Workshop showing the wing-tag 
and the GPS transmitter. 
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