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Abstract 

The rapid decrease of mandatory scavenger species particularly Old-World vultures from the Accipitridae 

family created an ecological gap which scientists refer to as the "Vulture Gap." This research investigates the 

multi-trophic cascades that result from this ecological collapse especially its effects on the transition from avian 

to mammalian scavenger guilds. Through research synthesis we investigate how African nations and India both 

face emerging dangers because of diclofenac in India which has led to local pathogens losing their "dead-end" 

hosts between Bacillus anthracis and rabies.  

The Indian subcontinent statistical data show that vulture population decline of 99% resulted in seven million 

feral canines which caused 48000 human rabies deaths and 34-billion-dollar economic losses. The research 

demonstrates how vultures provide essential "sanitation service" by studying how avian stomach systems 

decompose carcasses through their superior physiological abilities. We promote "One Health" as a method 

which unites wildlife protection with public health strategies while emphasizing the worldwide need to ban 

dangerous veterinary NSAIDs which will help restore critical ecosystem functions. 

Keywords: Accipitridae Family, Vulture Gap, Bacillus Anthracis, NSAID, Wildlife Protection etc. 

 

I. Introduction: The Silent Sanitation Service 

1.1 Defining the Obligate Scavenger 

The ecological systems of terrestrial environments depend on vultures to function as necessary 

scavengers which fulfill their role as obligatory scavengers. Animals such as hyenas and stray dogs and rats who 

eat human garbage practice facultative scavenging because they do not depend on this method for their complete 

food needs. The extreme dedication of their diet leads to vultures developing special physical characteristics and 

behavioral patterns which make them the best waste management solution for nature [1]. The vultures use their 

ability to glide across long distances while using low energy levels to help them find dead animals. Their 

stomachs, with a pH of 1.0, are capable of breaking down rotting flesh and simultaneously killing off harmful 

bacteria. Vultures, by consuming rotting flesh, keep dead animals from turning into incubators for harmful 

bacteria.These organisms create a biological "dead-end" for infectious agents, which helps to clean the 

environment and reduce the chances of disease outbreaks. 

 

1.2 The History of the 99% Decline 

The natural sanitation system lost its balance because of sudden changes that occurred during the 1990s 

and 2000s across the Indian subcontinent. The period from 1990 to 2000 marked one of the fastest population 

declines of birds which scientists have ever recorded. The main cause of the problem existed because 

veterinarians used the non-steroidal anti-inflammatory medication (NSAID) diclofenac to treat animals. Vultures 

that ate animal carcasses which contained this drug died after two days because of extreme kidney damage and 

internal gout.  

The critical vulture species all appeared in India during the ten-year period between 2006 and 2016. 

The population of the slender-billed vulture (Gyps tenuirostris) has diminished by over 99% [2]. The disastrous 

collapse created an ecological void which experts refer to as the "Vulture Gap. The native decomposers which 

usually consume carrion stayed absent which caused millions of tons of dead animals to gather in open spaces. 
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Figure 1: Vultures in Indian Continent, Source: Author Generated 

 

1.3 The Concept of Ecosystem Services 

The disappearance of vultures from their natural habitats has led to renewed scientific investigation into 

ecosystem services which provide essential benefits to humans through healthy natural ecosystems. Vultures 

provide these services which include: 

• Disposal of animal remains 

• Restoration of natural food resources 

• Control of sickness spread  

The natural world provides these services without charge but their presence vanished when vulture populations 

declined. The presence of vultures required people to use artificial trash disposal systems which expensive and 

inefficient and less effective than expected [3]. 

The Vulture Gap study revealed that human health depends on ecological health. Vultures vanished from the 

ecosystem which caused carcass decomposition to depend on generalist scavengers and microbial activity which 

led to increasing stray animal populations and higher disease transmission risks. 



The "Vulture Gap": Impact of Scavenger Decline on Human Health 

www.irjes.com                                                                                                                                             3 | Page 

 
Figure 2: Value of Vulture, Source: https://blog.wcs.org/photo/2021/06/10/the-value-of-vultures-tanzania-africa/ 

The situation started as a minor conservation matter but developed into a major public health crisis which 

demonstrated how essential vultures maintain both environmental and community stability. 

 

II. Ecological Mechanisms 

2.1 Trophic Cascades and Competitive Exclusion 

The "Vulture Gap" demonstrates a trophic cascade which begins when a top-level functional group gets 

removed from the ecosystem. Vultures maintain control of dead animals through their natural process of 

competitive exclusion which operates in a healthy ecosystem [4]. Vultures establish their dominance over other 

scavengers because they possess outstanding skills to locate dead animals from high above and they prefer to 

hunt together with large groups. Vultures can consume a complete ungulate carcass down to its bones within 

thirty minutes while leaving only small amounts of soft tissue behind for land-based scavengers. The 

competitive pressure which existed before vanished when vulture numbers started to decrease. The birds used to 

absorb high-protein energy which created a food surplus that became available to generalist species. The 

scavenger guild experienced rapid changes because mammalian scavengers who live near human areas took 

over the position that a "dead-end" avian host had occupied. 

 

2.2 The Shift from Avian to Mammalian Scavengers 

The Vulture Gap area developed into a natural resource which feral dogs and rats made use of because 

bird researchers were not present to monitor the area. Mammalian scavengers of this area use human-made 

habitats which differ from the nesting patterns of vultures who prefer to build their nests on remote cliffs and 

high tree tops. The feral dog population of India experienced an increase of about seven million dogs after the 

vulture population of India vanished. Mammalian species face ecological difficulties because they lack the 

specialized digestive systems which enable vultures to process their food. Vultures use their gastric acid to kill 

germs but mammalian scavengers act as intermediate hosts who spread diseases between animals and humans 

[5]. They eat infected animal flesh which enables them to spread diseases like rabies and parvovirus and 

distemper to rural areas and cities. This creates a dangerous connection which allows wildlife diseases to move 

from animals to humans through animal bites and contaminated waste. 
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Figure 3: Ecological impact of vulture decline, Source: Author Generated 

 

2.3 Impact on Carrion Decomposition Rates 

The absence of vultures created major changes to the way decomposing matter transformed the 

physical environment. Carcasses remain in nature for extended periods because birds do not conduct their rapid 

"clean-up" work. Microbial putrefaction and insect activity drive the decomposition process at a reduced rate. 

Carcasses that decompose under sunlight establish breeding grounds for blowflies and various bacteria which 

can spread into surrounding soil and water bodies [6]. The presence of numerous decomposing animal bodies in 

rural areas created an emergency situation because their natural biological incinerator was replaced by a slow 

and dangerous decomposition process that lasted for weeks. Environmental pollution results in major loss of the 

landscape's ability to regenerate itself after death which turns a typical ecological event into a permanent danger 

to human health. 

 

III. Case Study: The Indian Crisis 

3.1 The Lethality of Veterinary Diclofenac 

The Indian vulture crisis demonstrates an ecotoxicological based disaster which also affects the present 

time because of widespread diclofenac usage in this nature. The Indian veterinary market introduced the 

medication during the 1990s as an affordable and effective anti-inflammatory treatment for cattle which later 

proved fatal to the Gyps vulture population. Vultures lack the biological capacity to metabolize diclofenac; upon 

ingesting the carcass of an animal administered the medicine shortly prior to death, they develop a condition 

termed visceral gout [7]. The internal organs of the body experience severe uric acid buildup which leads to 

kidney failure and results in death within two days. The introduction of diclofenac functioned as a highly 

effective toxin which spread through the bird population after one contaminated carcass became accessible to 

multiple birds. Statistical modeling indicates that if even one in every 760 animal corpses harbored a deadly 

amount of the antibiotic, it would be adequate to precipitate the 99% population decline observed throughout the 

subcontinent. 



The "Vulture Gap": Impact of Scavenger Decline on Human Health 

www.irjes.com                                                                                                                                             5 | Page 

 
Figure 4: Vultures in India, Source: https://www.iasgyan.in/daily-current-affairs/vultures-in-india 

 

3.2 Feral Dog Population Spikes and Ecological Reorganization 

The vulture population decrease resulted in an annual accumulation of 12 million tons of unconsumed 

animal remains throughout India. The excessive amount of protein-rich waste created an unmatched "food 

subsidy" which allowed stray dogs to access the garbage. Vultures maintain a superior ability to compete with 

dogs for carcasses because of their superior movement abilities and their capacity to eat quickly. The absence of 

this competition led to a major increase in the capacity of feral dog populations to exist. India experienced a rise 

of approximately seven million feral dogs between the years 1992 and 2003 [8]. The increase occurred 

specifically in rural areas and peri-urban zones which faced existing challenges with waste management 

systems. The dogs developed an ongoing aggressive presence in human spaces while vultures maintained a 

distance from people, which increased human-animal conflict and created a large pool of zoonotic diseases. 

 

3.3 The Resulting Rabies Epidemic and Human Mortality 

The Vulture Gap in India created its most destructive result through its role in increasing human rabies 

cases. India has long represented a substantial share of the worldwide rabies burden but the stray dog population 

has increased to create a more critical situation. The combined work of environmental economists and public 

health specialists through their statistical assessments found that vulture population decline produced 38.5 

million extra dog bites between 1992 and 2006. The rise in bites produced about 48000 extra human rabies 

deaths because the vultures died out which led to decreased dog population control. The public health system 

faced overwhelming post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) requests while the combined cost of lost lives and 

medical expenses will likely reach over $34 billion [9]. The case study demonstrates that the extinction of one 

functional group leads to immediate fatal consequences which affect all human beings. 
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Metric Pre-1990s (Stable Vultures) Post-2000s (The Vulture Gap) 

Primary Scavenger Gyps Vultures (Avian) Feral Dogs (Mammalian) 

Carcass Removal Speed 20–30 Minutes Days to Weeks 

Pathogen Handling Neutralized in stomach acid Carried/Spread as vectors 

Dog Population (Est.) ~18 Million ~25+ Million 

Annual Rabies Deaths Baseline Levels ~3,500 additional deaths per year 

Economic Burden Minimal (Natural Service) ~$34 Billion (Total Health Impact) 

Table 1: Comparative Impact Analysis: Pre-Crisis vs. Post-Crisis, Source: Author Generated 

 

IV. Case Study: The African Crisis 

4.1 The Dual Threat of Poaching and Poisoning 

The South Asian crisis was caused by one pharmaceutical agent while the "Vulture Gap" in Africa 

emerged from multiple human-created environmental problems. The African continent faces declining vulture 

populations which include the Critically Endangered White-backed Vulture (Gyps africanus) and the Rüppell's 

Vulture (Gyps rueppellii) because of deliberate poisoning activities. The two distinct contexts of this 

phenomenon occur when two different situations arise [10]. First, poachers use vultures as their target because 

the birds fly in circles which leads park rangers to discover their hidden locations of illegal kills. To silence 

these "sentinels," poachers lace elephant carcasses with highly toxic agricultural pesticides, such as carbofuran. 

A single poisoned carcass can kill hundreds of vultures simultaneously. The practice of "sentinel poisoning" 

receives enhancement through traditional medicine which uses vulture parts for their supposed clairvoyant 

abilities. The African crisis results from illegal wildlife trade activities that directly disrupt ecosystem balance 

while India experiences accidental poisoning events. 

 

4.2 Implications for Anthrax and Bovine Tuberculosis 

The declining numbers of African vultures pose a significant danger, as this affects human and animal 

health. This is due to their role in spreading Bacillus anthracis (anthrax) and Bovine Tuberculosis. Vultures are 

essential in African rangelands where anthrax is present, as they help control disease outbreaks. Vultures cause 

rapid decomposition of animal remains which leads to bacteria elimination through their digestive systems 

because this process stops the development of robust anthrax spores that result from oxygen exposure during 

decomposition. Vultures enable carcass decomposition because they prevent bacteria from developing into 

spores through their ability to survive in the soil for many years. The process results in the creation of infection 

"hotspots" which have the potential to eliminate entire cattle herds while also infecting humans who come in 

contact with contaminated meat [11]. Recent studies in Namibia and Botswana found that areas with diminished 

scavenger populations experienced more frequent localized anthrax outbreaks because infectious carcasses 

remained present in those locations. 
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Figure 5: The African Crisis, Source: Author Generated 
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4.3 The Breakdown of the "Sanitary Barrier" 

In the African context, the Vulture Gap represents the removal of a primary sanitary barrier between the 

wild and the domestic. As vulture numbers dwindle, the decomposition duties fall to mammalian scavengers like 

spotted hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) and jackals. While these animals are efficient, they do not possess the same 

physiological immunity to certain pathogens that vultures do. Furthermore, mammalian scavengers move across 

larger, more permeable boundaries between protected wilderness areas and human settlements [12]. This 

movement facilitates the "mechanical transmission" of diseases; a jackal may feed on a diseased carcass in a 

national park and subsequently defecate near a communal water source or a livestock kraal. This disruption of 

the natural "dead-end" host system turns a once-linear path of decomposition into a circular path of reinfection, 

placing rural African communities at a significantly higher risk for zoonotic spillover. 

 
Factor Primary Agent Intent Health Consequence 

Poacher Poisoning Pesticides (Carbofuran) Eliminate sentinels Increased Anthrax spore persistence 

Traditional Medicine Trapping/Shooting Harvesting parts Loss of "Sky Burial" services 

Human-Wildlife Conflict Poisoned Baits Target predators (lions) Collateral vulture death/disease spread 

Lead Poisoning Ammunition fragments Accidental Long-term population suppression 

Table 2: Comparison of African Scavenger Mortality Factors, Source: Author Generated 

 

V. Socio-Economic Impact 

5.1 Quantifying the Economic Burden of Disease 

The decline of vulture populations has resulted in a significant financial strain, especially in developing 

economies which already lack adequate public health facilities. The primary economic impact of the "Vulture 

Gap" in India occurs because the wild dog population increase has led to 38.5 million extra dog bites throughout 

the country [13]. The expenditure of problem resolution consists of two components which include Post-

Exposure Prophylaxis (PEP) expenses and lost economic productivity. Rural communities face challenges in 

accessing post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) medications which serve as essential rabies prevention measures 

after dog bites. Economists estimate that from 1993 to 2006, the socio-economic costs of vulture deaths which 

resulted in over 48,000 extra deaths, produced a total economic impact of $34 billion in India. The total 

expenses now include additional costs for carcass disposal which used to be a free service provided by birds, but 

which now requires fuel and labor plus outdoor space for waste disposal through burial or incineration. 

 

5.2 Cultural Erosion and the Loss of "Sky Burials" 

The Vulture Gap has caused deep cultural suffering which affects the Parsi (Zoroastrian) community. 

The Parsis have practiced "Dakhma-nashini" or Sky Burials for centuries which involves placing dead bodies in 

Towers of Silence so that vultures can consume them. The practice exists because people believe that their 

bodies should not touch the Holy elements of earth and fire and water [14]. The community needs to use solar 

concentrators or standard burial methods because vulture populations have decreased by 99 percent, which 

makes their traditional death rituals impossible to perform. Vultures function as biological filters for human 

societies, yet their role extends beyond this function because they maintain essential connections to the spiritual 

and social structures of human societies. 

 

VI. The One Health Framework 

6.1 Integrating Wildlife Conservation and Human Health 

The "Vulture Gap" serves as a convincing argument which supports the "One Health" framework that 

recognizes how human health and animal health and environmental health connect with each other. Wildlife 

conservation and public health existed as distinct disciplines during past times. The diclofenac disaster showed 

how a veterinary choice to permit a cattle drug approval resulted in human death through environmental chain 

reactions. A One Health framework demands that research on environmental effects from new drugs and 

industrial chemicals must include assessments of their impact on all scavenger species [15]. The protection of 

vulture’s functions as a conservation effort which maintains a vital safeguard against diseases that can spread 

from animals to humans. 

 

6.2 The "Dead-End Host" Concept as Public Health Policy 

The concept shows that vultures should be recognized as "dead-end hosts" which transmit viruses. 

Scavenging animals like dogs and hyenas become infected through their consumption of dead animals which 

makes them mobile disease carriers who infect both humans and livestock. Vultures demonstrate superior 

gastrointestinal systems which protect them from anthrax and brucellosis and cholera pathogens. The 

government should designate vultures as "Essential Health Infrastructure" for health protection [16]. The 

protection of their natural environments together with the prohibition of dangerous NSAIDs which include 

aceclofenac and ketoprofen because they act as "pro-drugs" to diclofenac, provides a public health solution 
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which delivers high impact at a low cost. The financial support of vulture protection efforts will result in 

prevention of future local disease outbreaks. 

 
Economic/Health Metric Impact Category Estimated Value/Scale 

Additional Dog Bites Public Health Burden 38.5 Million (India, 1992-2006) 

Direct Healthcare Cost PEP Treatments ~$2.1 Billion (Est. Inflation Adj.) 

Human Mortality Excess Rabies Deaths ~48,000 Individuals 

Total Economic Loss Aggregate Impact $34 Billion (USD) 

Carcass Disposal Cost Infrastructure $10–$50 per large ungulate (Human-led) 

Pathogen Survival Environmental Risk 10x increase in carcass residence time 

Figure 6: Data-Based Analysis: The Cost of the "Vulture Gap", Source: Author Generated 

 

VII. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

7.1 Synthesizing the "Vulture Gap" 

The worldwide decrease of vulture populations has established an unintentional study about the effects 

which arise from the disappearance of a vital environmental service. The "Vulture Gap" represents not just a 

biological deficiency but also a systemic breakdown in the planetary health framework. The Indian and African 

case studies demonstrate that when mandatory scavengers disappear from an ecosystem, the region loses its 

ability to control diseases through avian systems and instead develops mammalian species that carry pathogens 

between species. The biodiversity loss which results in increased rabies and anthrax and bovine tuberculosis 

cases together with its 34-billion-dollar economic impact, demonstrates how biodiversity loss threatens human 

biosecurity. The vulture functions as a monitor for ecological well-being, and its disappearance renders human 

societies susceptible to the illnesses it formerly eliminated discreetly. 

 

7.2 Policy Pathways and Global Imperatives 

The global policy needs to shift from its current approach which reacts to conservation problems toward its 

future goal of implementing One Health conservation practices. The required actions must be taken immediately 

through three distinct steps which follow: 

1. Comprehensive Pharmaceutical Bans: Legislative authorities must extend their prohibitions beyond 

diclofenac to encompass "pro-drugs" such as aceclofenac and other hazardous NSAIDs (ketoprofen, 

nimesulide) that persist in infiltrating the food chain through animals. 

2. Acknowledgment of Vultures as Public Health Infrastructure: Environmental ministries and health 

departments should cooperate to finance vulture safe zones and captive breeding initiatives, 

acknowledging them as cost-effective and efficient sanitation systems. 

3. Stringent Regulation of Agricultural Toxins: The African region needs to implement a complete ban 

on carbofuran while enforcing about poachers who use poison to hunt their prey because these actions 

protect the "sanitary barrier" which separates wild areas from populated areas. 

The "Vulture Gap" demonstrates that protecting existing natural ecosystems, which currently maintain public 

health, provides the most affordable and effective method to control public health. People need to restore natural 

scavengers to the sky because this process goes beyond environmental kindness; it forms the foundation for 

developing a healthy and sustainable future. 
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