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Abstract 

 

Paraguay is often overlooked by ornithological researchers as much of its literature is obscure, hard to 

find or published locally. This is equally true of Cathartid vultures. In an effort to bring this information 

to a wider audience, we provide a summary of the published Paraguayan literature for each of the four 

species of vultures that occur in the country, including a history of vulture studies, folklore, a local 

synonymy and an attempt at a complete bibliography. 

 

Introduction 

 

Despite one of the longest histories of 

ornithological research in South America (Azara 

1802, 1805a,b), Paraguay retains a reputation for 

being “unexplored” and “under-studied” (Freile et 

al. 2014). Whilst in some respects this is a fair 

assessment, in others it is simply a case of 

published data being difficult to find or published 

in obscure, locally-produced serials that now exist 

only as moth-eaten copies in an increasingly small 

number of national libraries.  

In an effort to consolidate what is known about 

Cathartidae in Paraguay, I here provide a brief 

summary of some of the more interesting and 

country-specific information on vultures that is 

available. The aim is not to compile all of this 

information into a single publication, but to provide 

a gateway to it, so that such information is more 

visible and perhaps more accessible for 

consideration by a wider audience. Finally, an 

attempt at a useful bibliography of Paraguayan 

references that cite these species is provided, which 

I hope will be of use to researchers.  

 

History of studies on vultures in Paraguay 

The earliest published mention of vultures in 

Paraguay appears to be from the mid-18th Century 

when Sánchez Labrador (1910) referred to 

“cuervos de cabeza encarnada” (vultures with bald 

heads) which the Guaraní referred to as “Napirai”. 

He noted that they lacked feathers on the head and 

that the colouration came from the wrinkled skin 

“like the crest of chickens, but not raised.” The 

same author provides considerably more detail in a 

work dated 1767 (in Castex 1968), giving 

descriptions of behaviour, diet, breeding and 

appearance, including possibly one of the first 

references to vultures killing injured or wounded 

animals, as well as the obligatory nod to hygiene 

services. He apparently described all four species 

under three names, Rey de los urubus (juvenile 

King Vulture, but clearly also including Black 

Vulture), Otro rey (Lesser Yellow-headed 

Vulture), Urubu pita (Turkey Vulture) and 

repeatedly attributed to them a disgusting smell. 

Azara (1802) in his groundbreaking work on 

Paraguayan birds described just three species of 

vulture: No.1 Iriburubichá (King Vulture); No. 2 

Iribú (Black Vulture) and No. 3 Acabiráy (Turkey 

Vulture) (Sonnini in Azara 1809, Hartlaub 1847). 

He noted the impropriety of the name cuervo and 

highlighted their role in disease prevention, 

maintenance of hygiene and their “peaceful 
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nature”, stating these as the reasons for placing 

them at the beginning of his three-volume work. On 

the other hand, he also noted that all species smell 

bad, lack a voice and are clumsy on the ground. 

Azara's descriptions are extremely detailed and 

though he did not give scientific names for the 

species, they are easily recognizable and largely 

accurate. He also took the liberty of correcting 

Buffon in noting the differences between the New 

World and Old World vultures. The published 

addition of the fourth species of vulture (Lesser 

Yellow-headed Vulture) was by Grant (1911) 

(Sánchez Labrador's manuscript would remain 

unpublished until half a century later), who 

described a Cathartes aura specimen as having a 

yellow head. The nomenclatural error was 

eventually corrected in Bertoni (1914a), though he 

treated the species with a query. 

In a text on “useful birds”, Bertoni (1900) barely 

expanded on Azara's (1802) descriptions, showing 

how little progress had been made in the preceding 

century. He again repeated the mantra of their 

inoffensive nature and strong unpleasant odour, 

adding that the species have excellent senses of 

sight and smell, and are not seen in the forested Alto 

Paraná region (the historic extent of the Atlantic 

Forest ecoregion in eastern Paraguay) until there is 

a corpse, at which point they appear in flocks 

without “anybody knowing where they came 

from”. Bertoni (1900, 1901) included all species in 

the family Vulturidae in keeping with 19th Century 

usage (Sharpe 1874), but the use of Cathartidae has 

been promoted since at least Wetmore (1926). The 

validity of the current usage of Cathartidae in fact 

requires serious investigation (Brodkorb 1964, 

Blake 1977, Bock 1994, Olson 1995). 

An interesting early note dealing specifically 

with vultures (Bertoni 1914b) discusses a proposal 

made in the Brazilian publication Revista Chácaras 

e Quintaes to destroy them as vectors of Anthrax 

(Bacillus anthracis) based on a bizarre experiment 

in which a Guinea pig (Cavia porcellus) was 

injected with the faeces of a vulture that had 

consumed anthrax-infected meat and later 

confirmed to be inoculated with the bacteria. The 

argument being made was that the excrement of 

vultures was thus a likely vector of the disease, and 

they should be eliminated without mercy. Bertoni 

(1914b) argued against this theory, noting that the 

vultures perform a vital role as natural waste 

disposal units and are thus essential for human 

hygiene. Both sides of the discussion greatly 

simplified the mechanisms of disease transmission 

in ecological systems. 

I am unaware of any detailed ecological studies 

on these species based primarily on observations 

taken from Paraguay that have taken place since 

then. Instead, most of the limited ecological data 

generated has been within the bounds of wider 

generalist studies, or the product of opportunistic 

observation of either density (Hayes & Granizo 

Tamayo 1992) or reproductive behaviour 

(Dalgleish 1889, de la Peña 2010). 

 

Vultures in popular Paraguayan culture 

Cathartid vultures are a common and conspicuous 

component of the Paraguayan avifauna. They are 

collectively known as “cuervos” in Paraguayan 

Spanish (literally translated as “crows” although 

there are no true crows in Paraguay), or as “yryvu” 

in the Guaraní language (or “guopoba” of the 

Mbyá). Other Spanish vernacular names used in 

other Latin American countries (e.g. jota, zopilote 

etc.) are neither used nor widely understood, though 

Bertoni (1914b) proposed the use of the Old World 

Spanish word for vultures buitre to avoid confusion 

with corvids. 

The origin of the name yryvu (alternatively 

written iribu, urubu etc.) is disputed. Pereyra 

(1945) suggests that it is derived from a 

combination of uru (chicken) and irebu (stink), thus 

meaning something like “stinking chicken”. 

However, other authors have suggested alternative 

meanings such as “black bird” (Sánchez Labrador 
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in Castex 1968). 

With 19 different indigenous peoples recognized 

as inhabiting Paraguay it is impossible to give 

adequate coverage here to their varied cultural 

beliefs and usages in relation to vultures. An 

incomplete attempt is made to address some of 

these at the specific level in the “cultural value” 

sections of the species accounts, but I will restrict 

discussion here to a brief, general, mention of some 

of the more well-known cultural practices and 

beliefs that apply more broadly to all members of 

the family, whilst urging interested readers to seek 

out the original references for the necessary detail.  

In some foundational theories the early Guaraní 

took fire from the vultures and carrion-eating birds 

(Melia 2006), and some cultures see them as the 

reincarnation of important ancestors (Sánchez et al. 

2019). According to Schmeda-Hirschmann (1993), 

during his initiation, the last living Naijna (shaman) 

of the Ayoreo Totobiegoosode climbed a 

Quebracho tree (either Schinopsis or Aspidosperma 

species) and was spoken to by several bird spirits, 

among them at least two species of vulture, 

‘Chuguperejna’ (King Vulture) and ‘Eapotoe’ 

(Turkey Vulture). The size and abundance of 

vultures means that their feathers can be obtained 

relatively easily and they are thus utilized for a 

number of different purposes by indigenous groups, 

notably for adorning decorative clothing or as 

flights for arrows (Dobrizhoffer 1784, Sánchez 

Labrador 1910, Madroño-Nieto 2011). For further 

information on the role of birds in the culture of 

specific indigenous groups I direct readers to the 

following references: Ache (Madroño-Nieto 2011), 

Ayoreo Totobiegosode (Sánchez et al. 2019), Mbyá 

(Cadogan 1959-1992). 

Sánchez Labrador (in Castex 1968) discussed 

some “medicinal virtues” of vultures in general 

which he attributed to “the Spanish”. He claimed 

that the ashes of burnt feathers impede hair growth 

and cure wounds, that eating the flesh protects 

against syphilis, and eating the flesh in addition to 

holding the roasted skin against a wound, will also 

help to heal it. Rather more outlandish is the claim 

that drinking a dram of their dissolved dry dung is 

an effective way to combat melancholy. 

Misconceptions on the behaviour of vultures 

continue to this today. The charge of attacking 

livestock is commonly heard (Castex 1968, 

Sánchez 2016), but while this is not entirely 

inaccurate (Bent 1937, Lovell 1947, Lowney 1999, 

Melo et al. 2018), such predation events are rare 

and typically on young or infirm animals (Melo et 

al. 2018, Lambertucci et al. 2021). Predation 

events, with very occasional exceptions (Mueller & 

Berger 1967, Glading & Glading 1970), involve 

Black Vultures, though such specific distinctions 

are not rarely made by their accusers. With the 

exception of Sánchez Labrador (in Castex 1968) I 

am unaware of any documented reports of vulture 

predation happening in Paraguay however, though 

it would seem certain to occur at least occasionally. 

Dobrizhoffer (1784) in fact spoke of the utility of 

these birds in treating the infected wounds of 

livestock, stating that they may be known as 

“horse’s physicians” as they pick at the worms and 

dried blood of wounds, though he also noted that 

they may also enlarge wounds in the process. 

Superstition surrounds these birds, based 

principally on their unattractive appearance and 

rather more loosely on their biology. The “sinister-

looking” Black Vulture, for example is often 

considered a bird of “mal agüero” (bad omen), with 

the presence around a homestead interpreted as a 

prediction of impending death. Indeed, this idea 

that these birds cannot be trusted is reflected in 

popular language, where politicians suspected of 

corruption may be referred to as “parlamentarios 

yryvu” (vulture parliamentarians) for their alleged 

habit of scavenging a living whilst providing 

nothing in return (Scavone 2014). 
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Methods 

 

A thorough view of the Paraguayan literature and 

specimen record was performed during the author's 

preparation of a review and status of the birds of 

Paraguay (Smith & Clay in press). Grey literature 

(government reports, rapid ecological assessments 

and university theses etc.) was excluded. Five 

species of vulture have been traditionally stated to 

occur in Paraguay (Hayes 1995, Guyra Paraguay 

2004, 2005), but this is reduced to four here with 

one species considered of possible occurrence and 

one species treated as erroneously cited (Smith & 

Clay in press). Each species is presented separately 

below. Species accounts take the following format: 

 

Common English name   Scientific name (Author, 

Date). 

Original name Author, date: page number 

Synonym (publications): The synonyms listed 

are those cited in the Paraguayan literature and 

the publications in parentheses that follow are 

Paraguayan focused publications in which the 

name is used. It is not intended to be a complete 

synonymic listing for the entire species range. 

After each publication a one-word qualifier 

summarizing the type of data included in each 

publication is provided (see below for 

definitions of these). 

Local names: These are local names in use in 

Paraguay. This is not a complete listing of local 

names from throughout the species range. A rough 

translation is provided where this is available. The 

following abbreviations are used for the languages:  

SPA for Castillian Spanish; GUA for Guaraní, the 

official language of the country; ACHE for Aché, 

an indigenous group from the north-eastern 

Oriental region of Paraguay (Chachugi 2013); 

TOTO for Ayoreo Totobiegosode, an indigenous 

group of the Chaco region west of the Paraguay 

river (Sánchez et al. 2019); MBYA for Mbyá, an 

indigenous group of the southern and eastern 

Oriental region of Paraguay (Castex 1968). 

Distribution: A brief discussion of the known 

distribution and habitat associations in Paraguay.  

Specimens: Location of known Paraguayan 

museum specimens of the species. The following 

acronyms are used: CM for Carnegie Museum; 

CUMV for Cornell University Museum of 

Vertebrates; DMNS for Denver Museum of Natural 

Science; FMNH for Field Museum of Natural 

History; MHNG for Natural History Museum of 

Geneva; MNHNP for Museo Nacional de Historia 

Natural del Paraguay, San Lorenzo, Paraguay; 

MVZ for Museum of Vertebrate Zoology; NHM 

for The Natural History Museum, London; NRM 

for Swedish Museum of Natural History, 

Stockholm; RBINS for the Royal Belgian Institute 

of Natural Sciences; SMF for Senckenberg 

Forschungsinstitut und Naturmuseum, Frankfurt; 

UMMZ for University of Michigan Museum of 

Zoology; USNM for National Museum of Natural 

History, Smithsonian Institute; WFVZ for Western 

Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology; YPM for Yale 

Peabody Museum; ZFMK for Zoologisches 

Forschungsmuseum Alexander Koenig, Bonn; 

ZSM for Zoologische Staatssammlung München;  

The following terms are used in the bibliography 

section to describe the main topics of each 

reference: abundance, behaviour, biogeography, 

breeding, checklist, density, distribution, ecology, 

ethnology, flock size, guide, habitat, identification, 

mass, moult, parasitology and specimens. 
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Figure 1: King Vulture Sarcoramphus papa at Teniente Enciso National Park, Boquerón department, 11 September 2017 

(Paul Smith). 

 

 

Figure 2: An injured Black Vulture Coragyps atratus foetens climbing a fence at Laguna Bombacha, Presidente Hayes 

department, October 2007 (Paul Smith). 
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Figure 3: Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura ruficollis feeding on roadkill Crab-eating Raccoon Procyon cancrivorus at km 290 

Transchaco Road, Presidente Hayes department, 23rd August 2011 (Paul Smith). 

 

 

Figure 4: Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture Cathartes burrovianus urubutinga at Laguna Capitán, Presidente Hayes 

department, 5th August 2019 (Paul Smith). 
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Species accounts 

 

King Vulture   Sarcoramphus papa   (Linnaeus, 

1758) (Figure 1). 

[Vultur] Papa Linnaeus, 1758: p.86. 

Sarcorhamphus papa Hartlaub 1847 

(checklist); Bertoni 1939 (checklist, 

distribution); Masi Pallarés 2011 (ecology). 

Gyparchus papa Berlepsch 1887 (checklist); 

Bertoni 1900 (ecology, reproduction); Bertoni 

1901 (checklist). 

Gypagus papa Ihering 1904 (checklist); Bertoni 

1914a (checklist, distribution)S.[arcoramphus] 

papa Hayes & Granizo Tamayo 1992 (density). 

Cathartes papa Schmeda-Hirschmann 1993 

(ethnology). 

Sarcoramphus papa Laubmann 1939 

(checklist); Podtiaguin 1941 (checklist); 

Podtiaguin 1944 (distribution); Pereyra 1945 

(checklist); Willim 1947 (distribution); Schade 

& Masi Pallarés 1967 (abundance, description); 

Short 1975 (distribution, habitat); Contreras 

1989 (abundance, distribution); Contreras et al. 

1990 (checklist); Hayes et al. 1991 (abundance, 

checklist); Neris & Colman 1991 (abundance, 

distribution); Brooks et al. 1993 (abundance, 

behaviour, conservation, distribution, moult); 

Hayes 1995 (abundance, biogeography, 

distribution); Hayes & Scharf 1995a 

(abundance, distribution); Perez Villamayor & 

Colmán 1995a (distribution); Lowen et al. 1996 

(conservation, distribution); Madroño-Nieto et 

al. 1997a (distribution); Madroño-Nieto et al. 

1997b (distribution, habitat); Robbins et al. 

1999 (abundance, status, habitat); Mazar 

Barnett & Madroño-Nieto 2003 (abundance, 

guide, identification); Zyskowski et al. 2003 

(distribution); Guyra Paraguay 2004 

(abundance, distribution, habitat, status); Guyra 

Paraguay 2005 (abundance, distribution, 

habitat, status); Smith et al. 2005b (distribution, 

status); Elsam 2006 (guide, identification); 

Narosky & Yzurieta 2006 (guide, 

identification); Smith et al. 2006a  

(distribution); Smith et al. 2006b (distribution); 

Velázquez et al. 2010 (distribution); Esquivel-

Mattos & Peris 2011 (abundance, distribution, 

habitat); Madroño-Nieto 2011 (ethnology); 

Chachugi 2013 (ethnology); Smith et al. 2016 

(abundance, distribution, habitat, status); Smith 

et al. 2017 (guide, identification); Lesterhuis et 

al. 2018 (guide, identification); Esquivel et al. 

2019 (conservation, distribution); Esquivel-

Mattos et al. 2019 (abundance, distribution, 

status); Sánchez et al. 2019 (ethnology). 

Local names: Cuervo real (“royal vulture”), 

Cuervo blanco (“white vulture”) (SPA); Yryvu 

ruvicha (“chief of the vultures”) (GUA); Briku 

(ACHE); Chugupeja (TOTO); Ninionigi guopoba 

(MBYA). 

Distribution: Typically a forest vulture that occurs 

at low density across most of the country, except 

for the extreme southwestern corner of the Oriental 

region (an area dominated by grasslands and 

swamps). Most frequent in the Chaco and north of 

25°S in the Oriental region where it is associated 

with Atlantic Forests and forested areas of the 

Cerrado region. It shows no particular preference 

for humid or dry habitats, being present in both the 

most humid forests of the Oriental region and the 

most xeric areas of the Chaco region. The species 

is considered Near Threatened at the national level 

due to the continued loss of its forested habitat. 

Taxonomy: This is Azara’s No. 1 (1802) 

Iriburubichá.  

Cultural value: Accounts of the cultural 

importance of this species to the Aché people are 

provided by Chachugi (2013) and to the Ayoreo 

Totobiegosode by Sánchez et al. (2019). The use of 

the feathers of this species are traditionally 

restricted to leaders amongst the Ayoreo 

Totobiegosode, (Sánchez et al. 2019) as these birds 

were considered to be the reincarnation of 

murdered ancestors (Bórmida & Califano 2003). 



Vulture News 79                                                                    November 2020 

 

18 

 

Azara (1802) notes that this species can be easily 

killed by placing a carcass in the forest and waiting 

nearby. Azara (1802) stated that the name of “chief 

of the vultures” is because of the respect shown by 

other vulture species at the carcass and not because 

of the size, echoing the sentiments of Sánchez 

Labrador (in Castex 1968) who went so far as to 

suggest that humans could learn something from 

the reverence shown to them by other vultures. 

Bertoni (1900) attributed the name to both size and 

respect, and added that other vulture species move 

away from the carcass upon their arrival. However, 

whilst other vultures are certainly subordinate at a 

carcass, the presence of a King Vulture does not 

make them retreat. 

Observations: This species has been photographed 

feeding on a roadkill Red Tegu Salvator rufescens 

(Teiidae) in Alto Paraguay department (Paul 

Smith), and filmed feeding on a stillborn calf in 

Itapúa department (Hans Hostettler).  

Specimens: Paraguayan specimens in FMNH, 

RBINS, UMMZ, USNM. See Andean Condor (in 

possible species). 

 

Black Vulture   Coragyps atratus   (Bechstein, 

1793) (Figure 2). 

Vultur atratus Bechstein, 1793: p.655. 

Cathartes foetens Hartlaub 1847 (checklist). 

Cathartes atratus Berlepsch 1887 (checklist). 

Dalgleish 1889 (abundance, breeding, 

distribution); Kerr 1892 (abundance, 

distribution); Sclater 1897 (distribution); 

Bertoni 1900 (ecology); Bertoni 1901 

(checklist).  

Catharista urubu Ihering 1904 (checklist) 

Catharista atratus brasiliensis Bertoni 1914a 

(checklist, distribution); Bertoni 1922 

(distribution). 

Coragyps urubu foetens Wetmore 1926 

(distribution, taxonomy). 

Coragyps atratus brasiliensis Bertoni 1930 

(distribution); Vallotton & Smith In press 

(specimens, taxonomy).  

C.[oragyps] urubu foetens Bertoni 1930 

(distribution). 

Coragyps attratus foetens Bertoni 1939 

(checklist, distribution). 

Coragyps atratus foetens Laubmann 1939 

(abundance, checklist, distribution); Podtiaguin 

1941 (checklist); Podtiaguin 1944 (distribution); 

Pereyra 1945 (checklist); Willim 1947 

(distribution); Schade & Masi Pallarés 1967 

(abundance, description); Contreras 1989 

(distribution); Contreras et al. 1989 

(distribution); Contreras et al. 1990 (checklist); 

Perez Villamayor & Colmán 1995a 

(distribution); Masi Pallarés 2011 (ecology). 

C.[oragyps] a.[tratus] brasiliensis Short 1975 

(behaviour, distribution, habitat). 

C.[oragyps] atratus Hayes & Granizo Tamayo 

1992 (density). 

Coragyps atratus Short 1975 (behaviour, 

distribution, habitat); Escobar & de Salomón 

1983 (distribution); Kleefisch 1983 

(distribution); López 1985 (distribution); Peris 

et al. 1987 (abundance, distribution); Hayes & 

Areco de Medina 1988 (abundance, diet, 

distribution, flock size, habitat); Contreras & 

González-Romero 1988 (distribution); 

Ritterbusch 1988 (distribution) ; Storer 1989 

(mass); Hayes et al. 1991 (abundance, 

checklist); Neris & Colman 1991 (abundance, 

distribution); Pérez Villamayor & Colmán Jara 

1995b (distribution); Hayes 1995 (abundance, 

biogeography, distribution); Hayes & Scharf 

1995a (abundance, distribution); Hayes & 

Scharf 1995b (abundance, distribution); 

Amarilla & Etcheverry 1996 (specimen); 

Lowen et al. 1996 (conservation, distribution); 

Madroño-Nieto et al. 1997a (distribution); 

Madroño-Nieto et al. 1997b (distribution, 

habitat); Robbins et al. 1999 (abundance, status, 
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habitat); Kostadinova et al. 2002 (parasitology); 

Morales et al. 2002 (guide, identification); 

Mazar Barnett & Madroño-Nieto 2003 

(abundance, guide, identification); Zyskowski et 

al. 2003 (distribution); Clay et al. 2004 (guide, 

identification); Guyra Paraguay 2004 

(abundance, distribution, habitat, status); Guyra 

Paraguay 2005 (abundance, distribution, 

habitat, status); Smith et al. 2005a (distribution); 

Smith et al. 2005b (distribution, status); Tierno 

de Figueroa & Padial 2005 (abundance, 

distribution); Elsam 2006 (guide, 

identification); Narosky & Yzurieta 2006 

(guide, identification); Smith et al. 2006a 

(distribution); Smith et al. 2006b  (distribution); 

de la Peña 2010 (breeding); Morales & Cardoso 

2010 (distribution); López 2010 (abundance, 

distribution); Esquivel-Mattos & Peris 2011 

(abundance, distribution, habitat); Madroño-

Nieto 2011 (ethnology); Perez Villamayor & 

Colmán 2011 (abundance, distribution, habitat); 

Esquivel-Mattos & Peris 2012 (mass); Chachugi 

2013 (ethnology); del Castillo 2014 

(distribution); Weiler et al. 2015 (distribution); 

Ortiz et al. 2016 (abundance, distribution); 

Smith et al. 2016 (abundance, distribution, 

habitat, status); Cardozo et al. 2017 (abundance, 

distribution, habitat); Foster & Johnson 2017 

(diet, distribution, mass, specimen); Hayes 2017 

(abundance, distribution); Irala et al. 2017 

(abundance, distribution, habitat); Smith et al. 

2017 (guide, identification); Etchegaray et al. 

2018 (abundance, distribution); Esquivel et al. 

2019 (conservation, distribution); Esquivel-

Mattos et al. 2019  (abundance, distribution, 

status); Sánchez et al. 2019 (ethnology); Zárate-

Betzel et al. 2019 (distribution, habitat); 

Caballero-Gini et al. 2020 (distribution, 

habitat); Ericson & Sosa 2020 (abundance, 

mass, specimens); Smith 2020 (guide). 

Local names: Cuervo negro (“black vulture”) 

(SPA); Yryvu hû (“black vulture”) (GUA); Taydjã 

(ACHE); Coboto (TOTO). 

Distribution: This species is abundant throughout 

Paraguay in all habitats and ecoregions.  

Taxonomy: Paraguay is within the range of C. a. 

foetens (Lichtenstein, 1818), a name based on 

Azara’s No. 2 (1802) Iribú. Wetmore (1926) 

provides a discussion for subspecific limits, and 

proposes the use of the name C. urubu (Vieillot, 

1807), having examined the original description, it 

is difficult to concur with his conclusions on the 

latter. 

Cultural value: In traditional Ayoreo 

Totobiegosode culture the feathers of this species 

are not touched by anybody who has not killed a 

Jaguar, and never touched by women as it will 

make them sick (Sánchez et al. 2019). Longevity is 

often attributed to this species, and it is claimed that 

the species can easily live for more than 100 years 

(Masi Pallarés 2011). Bertoni (1900) states that 

“everybody respects” the species, but the fact that 

there is always somebody who shoots 

indiscriminately at them, indicated the necessity for 

a law protecting the species.  

Bertoni (1900) relates an interesting tale of a 

man who raised two Black Vultures from chicks, 

and that these birds followed him “over 100 

leagues” on a trip to Montevideo, Uruguay. On the 

return leg the vultures flew ahead of the travelers, 

thus informing his wife that her husband would be 

arriving soon! The same author notes that if the 

prey animal has a thick skin, the species limits itself 

to eating the eyes, tongue and the meat from any 

orifice, including the anus. Masi Pallarés (2011) 

also provides a rather strange account of the 

feeding of this species, stating that if the bird 

introduces its head into the anus of dead livestock 

it can frequently consume so much that its increase 

in body mass traps it inside until this additional 

weight is lost again with digestion, and the animal 
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is able to free itself. This would seem unlikely to be 

a typical occurrence! 

Observations: This species is commonly attracted 

to carcasses of livestock, so is generally more 

numerous in the Oriental region than other 

vultures, and large numbers gather at the abattoir in 

Carapeguá, Paraguarí department where discarded 

animal remains are discharged into an adjacent 

swamp. An apparently injured bird that was unable 

to fly was seen to climb over a fence using its bill 

and feet at Laguna Bombacha, Presidente Hayes 

department (Figure 2).  

Specimens: Paraguayan specimens in CM, DMNS, 

FMNH, MHNG, MNHNP, MVZ, NRM, UMMZ, 

USNM, WFVZ, YPM. 

 

Turkey Vulture   Cathartes aura  (Linnaeus, 

1758) (Figure 3). 

[Vultur] Aura Linnaeus, 1758: p.86. 

C.[athartes] aura  Hartlaub 1847 (checklist). 

Cathartes aura Berlepsch 1887 (checklist); 

Dalgleish 1889 (abundance, breeding, 

distribution); Kerr 1892 (abundance, 

distribution); Bertoni 1900 (ecology); Bertoni 

1901  (checklist); Ihering 1904 (checklist); 

Bertoni 1914a (checklist, distribution); Bertoni 

1930b; Short 1975 (behaviour, distribution, 

habitat); Kleefisch 1983 (distribution); López 

1985 (distribution); Hayes & Areco de Medina 

1988 (abundance, diet, distribution, habitat); 

Storer 1989 (mass); Hayes et al. 1991 

(abundance, checklist); Neris & Colman 1991 

(abundance, distribution); Schmeda-

Hirschmann 1993 (ethnology); Brooks et al. 

1993 (abundance, distribution); Hayes 1995 

(abundance, biogeography, distribution); Pérez 

Villamayor & Colmán Jara 1995b (distribution); 

Hayes & Scharf 1995a (abundance, 

distribution); Amarilla & Etcheverry 1996 

(specimen); Lowen et al. 1996 (conservation, 

distribution); Madroño-Nieto et al. 1997a 

(distribution); Madroño-Nieto et al. 1997b 

(distribution, habitat); Robbins et al. 1999 

(abundance, status, habitat); Morales et al. 2002 

(guide, identification); Mazar Barnett & 

Madroño-Nieto 2003 (abundance, guide, 

identification); Zyskowski et al. 2003 

(distribution); Clay et al. 2004 (guide, 

identification); Guyra Paraguay 2004 

(abundance, distribution, habitat, status); Guyra 

Paraguay 2005 (abundance, distribution, 

habitat, status); Tierno de Figueroa & Padial 

2005 (abundance, distribution); Elsam 2006 

(guide, identification); Smith 2006 (behaviour); 

Smith et al. 2005a  (distribution); Smith et al. 

2005b (distribution, status); Narosky & Yzurieta 

2006 (guide, identification); Smith et al. 2006a  

(distribution); Smith et al. 2006b  (distribution); 

de la Pena 2010 (breeding); Morales & Cardoso 

2010 (distribution); López 2010 (abundance, 

distribution); Esquivel-Mattos & Peris 2011 

(abundance, distribution, habitat); Madroño-

Nieto 2011 (ethnology); Masi Pallarés 2011 

(ecology); Perez Villamayor & Colmán 2011 

(abundance, distribution, habitat); Esquivel-

Mattos & Peris 2012 (mass); Chachugi 2013 

(ethnology); del Castillo 2014 (distribution); 

Weiler et al. 2015 (distribution); Ortiz et al. 

2016 (abundance, distribution); Smith et al. 

2016 (abundance, distribution, habitat, status); 

Cardozo et al. 2017 (distribution); Foster & 

Johnson 2017 (diet, distribution); Hayes 2017 

(abundance, distribution); Irala et al. 2017 

(abundance, distribution, habitat); Smith et al. 

2017 (guide, identification); Lesterhuis et al. 

2018 (guide, identification); Esquivel et al. 2019 

(conservation, distribution); Esquivel-Mattos et 

al. 2019 (abundance, distribution, status); 

Sánchez et al. 2019 (ethnology); Zárate-Betzel 

et al. 2019 (distribution, habitat); Smith 2020 

(guide). 

Cathartes aura ruficollis Wetmore 1926 

(distribution, taxonomy); Bertoni 1939 

(checklist, distribution); Laubmann 1939 
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(abundance, distribution, specimen); Podtiaguin 

1941 (checklist); Podtiaguin 1944 (distribution); 

Pereyra 1945 (checklist); Schade & Masi 

Pallarés 1967 (abundance, description); Short 

1975 (behaviour, distribution, habitat); 

Contreras et al. 1990 (checklist); Contreras et al. 

1989 (distribution); Perez Villamayor & 

Colmán 1995a (distribution); Ericson & Sosa 

2020 (abundance, mass, specimens); Vallotton 

& Smith In press (specimens).  

Cathartes aura jota Contreras 1989 

(distribution); Contreras et al. 1990 (checklist).  

Local names: Cuervo cabeza roja (“red-headed 

vulture”) (SPA); Urubu capini, Yryvu akâ birâi 

(“bald-headed vulture”) (GUA); Eapotoi (TOTO); 

Chiwura (ACHE); Napirai (MBYA) 

Distribution: Fairly common in most habitats, 

across Paraguay though typically less common 

than Black Vulture over most of eastern Paraguay.  

Taxonomy: Paraguay is within the range of C. a. 

ruficollis Spix, 1824. Wetmore (1926) provided a 

discussion of subspecies. This is Azara’s No. 3 

(1802) Acabiráy. 

Cultural value: Prefers carcasses of native 

wildlife, though the local belief that the species 

never feeds on domestic animals is open to 

question (Hiraldo et al. 1991). Bertoni (1900) noted 

that this species abounds elsewhere, but is scarce in 

Paraguay, attributing this rarity to the fact that the 

species nests on the ground in October, and that the 

burning of the fields undoubtedly attributes to their 

lack of abundance. Bertoni worked in the dense 

forests of the Alto Paraná region where the species 

is naturally scarce. Burning practices in Paraguay 

were no different to those in neighbouring 

countries and though this undoubtedly destroys 

many nests, it is an unlikely explanation for their 

lack of abundance. Indeed, Sánchez Labrador (in 

Castex 1968) described this species as “abounding” 

in Paraguay. 

Observations: We have observed this species 

feeding on roadkill of the following mammal 

species in the Paraguayan Chaco: Crab-eating Fox 

Cerdocyon thous, Pampas Fox Lycalopex 

gymnocercus, Crab-eating Raccoon Procyon 

cancrivorus (Fig. 3) and Southern Tamandua 

Tamandua tetradactyla. A heavily leucistic 

individual showing extensive white feathering on 

the breast and wings was photographed by Edgar 

Romero at Tetãvore, Boquerón department on 9 

May 2020 (eBird). 

Specimens: Paraguayan specimens in CM, DMNS, 

FMNH, MCZ, MHNG, MNHNP, RBINS, NRM, 

UMMZ, USNM, WFVZ, ZSM. 

 

Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture   Cathartes 

burrovianus   Cassin, 1845 (Figure 4). 

C.[athartes] Burrovianus Cassin, 1845: p.212. 

Cathartes aura Grant 1911 (abundance, 

behaviour, specimen). 

Cathartes urubutinga Bertoni 1914a (checklist, 

distribution); Bertoni 1939 (checklist, 

distribution); Laubmann 1939 (checklist, 

distribution, specimen); Podtiaguin 1944 

(distribution); Schade & Masi Pallarés 1967 

(abundance, description, diet).   

Cathartes urubitinga Wetmore 1926 

(behaviour, distribution, identification); Willim 

1947 (distribution); Steinbacher 1962 (moult, 

specimens, taxonomy). 

C.[athartes] burrovianus López 1985 

(distribution); Brooks et al. 1993 (abundance, 

distribution, identification). 

Cathartes burrovianus urubutinga Peris et al. 

1987 (abundance, distribution); Ericson & Sosa 

2020 (abundance, mass, specimens). 

Cathartes burrovianus urubitinga Contreras et 

al. 1990 (checklist). 

Cathartes burrovianus Short 1975 

(distribution, habitat); López 1986 (abundance, 

distribution); Hayes & Areco de Medina 1988 

(abundance, diet, distribution, habitat); Storer 

1989 (mass); Hayes et al. 1991 (abundance, 

checklist); Hayes 1995 (abundance, 
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biogeography, distribution); Pérez Villamayor 

& Colmán Jara 1995b (distribution); Lowen et 

al. 1996 (conservation, distribution); Madroño-

Nieto et al. 1997a (distribution); Mazar Barnett 

& Madroño-Nieto 2003 (abundance, guide, 

identification); Zyskowski et al. 2003 

(distribution); Guyra Paraguay 2004 

(abundance, distribution, habitat, status); Guyra 

Paraguay 2005 (abundance, distribution, 

habitat, status); Smith 2005b (distribution, 

status); Tierno de Figueroa & Padial 2005 

(abundance, distribution); Elsam 2006 (guide, 

identification); Narosky & Yzurieta 2006 

(guide, identification); Smith 2006a; de la Pena 

2010 (breeding); López 2010 (abundance, 

distribution); Esquivel-Mattos & Peris 2011 

(abundance, distribution, habitat); del Castillo 

2014 (distribution); Smith et al. 2016 

(abundance, distribution, habitat, status); Smith 

et al. 2017 (guide, identification); Esquivel et al. 

2019 (conservation, distribution); Esquivel-

Mattos et al. 2019 (abundance, distribution, 

status); Smith 2020 (guide). 

Local names: Cuervo cabeza amarilla (“yellow-

headed vulture”) (SPA); Yryvu akâ sa’yju 

(“yellow-headed vulture”) (GUA); Chivyra 

(ACHE); Nigopoba (MBYA).  

Distribution: Common throughout the country in 

all open ecoregions, where it is associated with wet 

grassland and marshy habitats. Generally, flies 

lower than Turkey Vulture, with which it occurs 

sympatrically and syntopically, though it usually 

outnumbers that species in its preferred habitat.  

Taxonomy: Paraguay is within the range of C. b. 

urubutinga Pelzeln, 1861, though subspecies are 

defined based on wing length and the variation is 

perhaps clinal (Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001). 

Wetmore (1926) provides a discussion on the use 

of this name. This is a sister species of Greater 

Yellow-headed Vulture (Johnson et al. 2016) and 

the two were not recognised as specifically distinct 

until Wetmore (1964) demonstrated its validity. 

Until that point the combined taxon was commonly 

known as C. urubutinga Pelzeln, 1861 (Bertoni 

1914a, 1939, Laubmann 1939, Willim 1947, 

Steinbacher 1962, Schade & Masi Pallarés 1967), 

but C. burrovianus has priority (Wetmore 1950). 

Cultural value: The subspecific name urubutinga 

comes from the Tupi-Guaraní language meaning 

urubu “vulture” tinga “with white patches”. 

Observations: The species was mentioned by 

Sánchez Labrador in an (at the time) unpublished 

manuscript dated 1767. It was then remarkably 

overlooked by early researchers, perhaps because 

of its similarity to the Turkey Vulture, until Grant 

(1911), who listed the species as Cathartes aura 

from a specimen collected at Tayra, Ñeembucú 

department. The description of the head colour 

leaves no doubt that it was this species (Laubmann 

1939). Schade & Masi Pallarés (1967) affirm 

incorrectly that the species “does not mix with 

other vultures” and feeds “exclusively” on remains 

of small reptiles and batrachians. The diet is 

considerably wider (Di Giacomo 2005). 

Specimens: Paraguayan specimens in CUMV, 

FMNH, NHM, NRM, RBINS, SMF, UMMZ, 

WFVZ, YPM, ZFMK, ZSM. 

 

Rejected species 

Andean Condor Vultur gryphus Linnaeus, 1758, 

was accepted onto the Paraguay list by Hayes 

(1995) and Guyra Paraguay (2004), but the existing 

documentation of the species in Paraguay is 

dubious.  Podtiaguin (1944) provided the first 

report with a bird captured at Bahía de Asunción, 

Central department on 18 September 1943, but the 

author expressed doubts as to whether the bird may 

have been of captive origin. It is also unclear 

whether Podtiaguin actually saw the specimen (his 

text being notably briefer and lacking in details 

than those of other species) and some of the other 

claims in this publication also stretch the 

boundaries of credibility (Smith 2016b). The only 

other report is also unconfirmed, a specimen said to 
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be captured by soldiers in the Paraguayan Chaco at 

General Eugenio A. Garay, Boquerón department 

(close to the Bolivian border) following a storm in 

August 1987 (Contreras 1989, Contreras et al. 

1993). Supposedly the bird was photographed and 

then released, but the photograph can no longer be 

traced and it is unclear whether the authors saw the 

photo. Though this species does occasionally 

descend to the Chaco lowlands of Bolivia in winter 

(Kratter et al. 1993, Herzog et al. 2017), and is 

known to wander, we consider that documentation 

is required for acceptance. It is worthy of note that 

all verified reports of claimed condors in Paraguay 

in recent years have turned out to be King Vultures 

(ABC Noticias 2009). In the absence of verifiable 

proof it would seem best to consider this species of 

possible occurrence in the Paraguayan Chaco, and 

to omit it from the Paraguay list pending a 

documented record. 

Greater Yellow-headed Vulture Cathartes 

melambrotus Wetmore, 1964, was cited by 

Contreras et al (1990) as of possible occurrence in 

Paraguay. However, the species has an Amazonian 

distribution and is unlikely to ever reach Paraguay 

(Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001). The supposition 

may have been influenced by older references 

which failed to distinguish the species from Lesser 

Yellow-headed Vulture (Wetmore 1964). 

 

Discussion 

 

Despite the abundance of New World vultures in 

Paraguay, their conspicuous behaviour and the key 

roles they play in healthy ecosystems, Cathartidae 

have been largely ignored by researchers in 

Paraguay. Data on population sizes and trends are 

non-existent, and even information on diet, 

breeding and movements is the product of 

occasional observation rather than structured study. 

Though none of the Paraguayan vultures are 

considered to be of conservation concern, research 

into potential threats to the species is desirable, 

especially to search for “hidden threats” that have 

been identified in other countries, such as 

deliberate poisoning (Plaza et al. 2019). We note 

that the sympatry of four vulture species reported 

for north-western Peru by Williams (2011) is 

repeated throughout much of Paraguay and all four 

may be seen together over large areas of the 

Paraguay River watershed (Wetmore 1926), 

although the species composition is distinct from 

that reported by Williams (2011). This should, 

theoretically, make Paraguay an interesting and 

rewarding place for vulture studies.  

There remains widespread public 

misunderstanding of vulture behaviour in 

Paraguay, with local beliefs invariably reflecting 

negative attitudes towards them. However, this 

revulsion is not universal, and the unusual case of 

a pig farmer, Sr. Hans Stolle of Obligado, Itapúa 

was reported in the national media during 2016 

(Sánchez 2016). He was given two vulture chicks 

which he raised alongside his livestock, and which 

later attracted large, apparently wild flocks of 500 

or more birds (loosely described as his “pets”). 

Stolle notes that he had come to be known as 

“Señor Cuervo” (Mr Vulture) and that his 

neighbours take advantage of the waste disposal 

service provided by such large flocks of carrion 

eaters, throwing their dead animals to the vultures 

so that they can be devoured “without a nauseating 

smell in the area.”  The latter claim was subject to 

legal dispute during early 2020, when official 

complaints against the smell were filed with the 

Ministry of the Environment (Itapuanoticias.tv 

2020). 

It is hoped that the information provided here 

will be useful to vulture researchers, shedding 

some light on the available published literature and 

bringing some attention to existing overlooked 

references on the biology of these species in an 

often-overlooked country. 
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