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STRATEGIES FOR ALLEVIATING VULTURE DAMAGE IN INDUSTRIAL PLANTS
EDWARD R. DAYVIS, JR., u.s. Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, Wildlife

Services, P.O. Box 604, Bryan, Texas 77806-0604.

ABSTRACT: Since 1985, USDA-APHIS-Wildlife Services (WS) personnel have received complaints concerning black
vultures (Coragyps atratus) and turkey vultures (Cathartes aura) roosting at industrial facilities along the Texas gulf coast,
The structures associated with these facilities are difficult for bird control personnel to access, and remote vulture roosting
sites limit the effectiveness of many commonly used bird damage control methods. Methods attempted since 1985 include:
capture and relocation, exclusion, harassment and shooting. In 1994, WS entered into a cooperative vulture control
agreement with three chemical plants located in southeast Texas. WS personnel have developed an effective vulture
damage management strategy that is currently used at six industrial sites in Texas.
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INTRODUCTION

The Texas Gulf Coast is home to numerous
petrochemical refineries and industrial facilities.
Vertebrate pest species cause extensive damage to these
facilities and create human health and safety hazards.
Vulture damage complaints at industrial facilities have
increased in Texas.

In 1994, three chemical plants in southeast Texas
contacted Wildlife Services (WS) and requested assistance
with vulture damage control. The chemical plants reported
extensive damage to structures and threats to human safety
caused by black vultures (Coragyps atratus) and turkey
vultures (Cathartes aura). Diseases and unsafe work areas
associated with the accumulation of bird droppings
concerned plant administrators responsible for employee
health and safety standards. Vulture damage at the
southeast Texas chemical plants was estimated at $450,000
for the period January 1994 through December 1997
(Anonymous 1997). Damage was related to clean-up,
structure repair and other maintenance associated with the
accumulation of droppings and feathers. Human health and
safety concerns were related to the accumulation of
droppings on walkways, stairs, handrails and other work
areas. Several plant employees were hit by vulture
droppings while working on plant structures.

The area supports a large population of resident and
migratory vultures. Seasonal variations in the numbers of
birds observed at each plant site have been reported by WS
and plant personnel. WS personnel estimate that migrant
birds increase the area’s non-migrant winter wvulture
population by 300%. Estimated daily averages of 200
birds per plant sitc were reported by WS personnel when
control work began in January 1994, Vultures are
attracted to industrial facilities for several reasons. These
sites offer an abundance of roosting and perching locations
and the vultures are able to soar on thermals created by
industrial operations. During cold weather industrial
facilities also offer warm, sheltered areas for vultures to
perch. The majority of the vultures have been observed
congregating at the plants at sundown and leaving the
roosting sites by mid-morning. Few vultures have been
observed at the plant sites during mid-day hours.
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DAMAGE SITES AND METHODS

The plant sites are located on coastal prairie within the
Gulf Prairies and Marsh area of Texas. Climax vegetation
is largely tall grass prairie, however, much of the area has
been invaded by trees and brush such as mesquite
(Prosopis glandulosa), oaks (Quercus spp.) and
pricklypear (Opuntia spp.). Major agricultural operations
include raising cotton, sorghum, corn and cattle.

The production unit areas at the three plants varied in
size. Plant #3 production operations covered the largest
area and had the largest number of structures, while plant
#2 covered the smallest area and had the smallest number
of structures (Table 1). Prior to 1994, plant personnel
were primarily responsible for exclusion and harassment
efforts, while WS personnel conducted other control work
involving shooting and harassing.

Pyrotechnics, Mylar® tape and human effigies have
been used to harass vultures at the plant sites. Screamers
and cracker shells launched from pistols and shotguns
respectively, have been used to deter birds from roosts and
perches on plant structures. These techniques have been
used exclusively, by plant personnel.

Exclusion techniques used were: netting and percupine
wire (Nixalite®). Plant managers at plants #1 and #3 used
netting and porcupine wire in attempts to exclude vultures
from roosting areas. Netting was draped over roosting
areas and porcupine wire was placed on surfaces
commonly used by vultures.

Beginning August 8, 1994, WS personnel captured,
tagged and relocated vultures in efforts to reduce vulture
damage at plant sites. Tagging and relocation was done
under a federal bird banding permit. Vultures were tagged
to determine if relocated birds would return to the plant
sites. Live traps were placed at several locations on each
plant site. The traps were baited with carrion, and decoy
birds were used to increase trap effectiveness. Traps were
shaded and equipped with water containers.

Vultures were tagged on the right wing with a colored
tag and numbered livestock tag. The colored tag served
Table 1. Description of Plants











