Turkey Vulture
Cathartes aura

Spanish name: Zopilote Cabecirrojo, Aura
Cabecirroja

French name: Vautour, Urubu a Téte Rouge
Other names: "TV,” Turkey Buzzard

Size: Length from head to toe 62-72 cm; wingspan
160-181 cm; weight 1.6-2.4 kg

Type migrant: partial

Introduction

The Turkey Vulture is so named because its red, featherless head resembles that of
the Wild Turkey. The species is a common, well-known, and readily recognizable
bird that ranges across southern Canada to southernmost South America. Turkey
Vultures are the most widely distributed of all seven species of New World vultures.
Some experts believe that Turkey Vultures and other New World vultures are more
closely related to storks than to other raptors.

Turkey Vultures are masters at soaring, and once above the canopy, rarely flap their
wings. When soaring, Turkey Vultures hold their wings in a dihedral, or “V” shape,
above their backs, and often rock side-to-side in the wind. The species is quite
social, and individuals often fly together in flocks or “kettles” both when migrating
and when searching for food. Outside of the breeding season, Turkey Vultures often
roost together with Black Vultures at communal roosts, sometimes by the hundreds.

Like most vultures, Turkey Vultures feed almost entirely on carrion, which they find
by both smell and by sight. Other vultures, such as Black Vultures, lack a keen
sense of smell and often follow Turkey Vultures to carcasses.

Identification

The Turkey Vulture is a large, eagle-sized bird with a wingspan that approaches six
feet. The species is dark blackish-brown overall except for the undersides of its
flight feathers, which are silver-gray. In flight, the Turkey Vulture’s featherless head
appears small for the bird’s size. Adult Turkey Vultures have red heads and bone-
colored beaks. Recently fledged juveniles have gray heads and dark beaks.

Breeding Habits

Turkey Vultures occur in a variety of open and forested habitats. Unlike Black
Vultures, Turkey Vultures typically avoid urban and suburban areas. In North
America, the species breeds in farmlands, rangelands, forests, and low-elevation
mountains. Turkey Vultures do not build nests, but rather lay their eggs in dark
recesses in ledges, caves, crevices, and hollow logs, as well as on the ground.
Turkey Vultures also nest in the abandoned stick nests of birds, in mammal burrows,
and in abandoned buildings.



The species is monogamous, and evidence suggests that pairs remain together until
one member dies. Existing pairs return to and reuse nesting sites year after year.
For several days to several weeks prior to egg-laying, the pair spends time sitting
together at the nest. Turkey Vultures perform aerial courtship displays during which
one bird follows the other and precisely mimics the lead bird’s flight path. Flight
displays are usually brief, although occasionally they are repeated for several hours.

Although clutches can range in size from one to three eggs, Turkey Vultures
generally lay two eggs. Both parents share the task of incubation, which lasts for
about five weeks. Males and females also take turns brooding the young, which are
brooded continually for the first five days. Thereafter, the parents spend less time
brooding. Both parents feed the young by regurgitation, either directly into a
begging nestling’s gaping mouth or on the ground next to the nestling. Young
Turkey Vultures fledge at 60 to 80 days of age. For one to three weeks after their
first flight, fledglings perch and roost at the nest site and continue to be fed by their
parents. Thereafter fledglings slowly explore the area around the nest site, and by
the time they are 12 weeks old, they have dispersed from the area.

Feeding Habits

Turkey Vultures feed almost entirely on carrion and human garbage. Although on
rare occasions Turkey Vultures catch live prey, including young or sick birds and
mammals, Black Vultures kill live prey more frequently, and accounts of Turkey
Vultures eating live prey often involve mistakenly identified Black Vultures. Turkey
Vultures also eat plant material including pumpkins, coconuts, juniper berries, and
grapes. Mammals serve as the predominant source of carrion, but dead birds,
reptiles, amphibians, and invertebrates also are consumed. Turkey Vultures prefer
to eat “freshly” dead carrion, but they also will feed on decaying carcasses. The
species lacks powerful feet to carry its food, and most carrion is consumed where it
is found.

Turkey Vultures compete for carrion with Black Vultures in North America, and with
Black Vultures, Lesser Yellow-headed Vultures, Greater Yellow-headed Vultures, King
Vultures, and Andean Condors in Latin America. On their wintering grounds in
Venezuela, migrant Turkey Vultures from North America displace smaller, resident
Turkey Vultures from preferred feeding sites. Because Turkey Vultures find food
using their sense of smell as well as by sight, they are able to locate carcasses on
the forest floor beneath dense forest canopies. In North America, the Turkey Vulture
is the only vulture with a highly developed sense of smell. Black Vultures, are more
aggressive than Turkey Vultures and will often follow them to carcasses and displace
them from the carcass.

Conservation Status
The current world population of this New World species almost certainly exceeds five
million birds.

Most populations of this adaptable species appear to be thriving. In general, the
Turkey Vulture’s beneficial role as a scavenger is recognized, and the species is not
persecuted. Unfortunately, this was not always the case. In the past, Turkey



Vultures were shot because ranchers and farmers mistakenly believed that they
spread diseases and contaminated watering holes for livestock, although there is no
evidence to substantiate this claim. Turkey Vultures also have been blamed and
persecuted for livestock losses they were not responsible for. Individuals, historically
and currently, are sometimes mistakenly poisoned at baited carcasses and are killed
or injured in steel leg-hold traps set for mammals.

Environmental contaminants including lead, mercury, and insecticides can poison
Turkey Vultures. Overall numbers of Turkey Vultures remained stable during the
DDT era of the 1940s to the early 1970s, even though eggshell-thinning and reduced
reproductive success due to pesticide contamination occurred in some areas.

Turkey Vultures frequently feed on roadkill, and collisions with automobiles are a
common source of mortality in some areas. The species also collides with aircraft;
between 1989 and 1992, Turkey Vulture collisions with United States Air Force
aircraft resulted in two human deaths, three airplane crashes, and a loss of more
than 21 million dollars.

Migration
The Turkey Vulture is one of 26 North American raptors that are partial migrants.

Northern populations of Turkey Vultures tend to be highly migratory whereas
southern populations are less migratory (sedentary). During migration northern
birds “leap-frog” over and winter farther south than southern birds. In North
America, Turkey Vultures are more migratory in the West than in the East, and many
western birds are long-distance migrants that spend the winter in Central and South
America.

Turkey Vultures soar and glide extensively on thermals and mountain updrafts while
migrating. As a result, migrating Turkey Vultures concentrate along leading lines
including mountain ridges, shorelines, and coastlines. Because they rely on thermals
and mountain updrafts to provide them with sources of lift, Turkey Vultures typically
avoid crossing large bodies of water that would require them to engage in long bouts
of powered flight. The species usually does not migrate on rainy or completely
overcast days when thermals do not form.

Turkey Vultures migrate in flocks that range in size from several birds to several
thousand birds. Flock size increases substantially in the tropics. In Mexico and
Central America, for example, flock size often exceeds 10,000 birds. Flocks of
migrating Turkey Vultures often commingle with those of Broad-winged Hawks and
Swainson’s Hawks.

About 200 migrating Turkey Vultures are seen at Hawk Mountain Sanctuary each
autumn and the Turkey Vulture flight peaks in early November.
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