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The SAVE Blueprint 
 
SAVE is an international collaboration of partners dedicated to Saving Asia’s Vultures from Extinction. 
SAVE core partners are leading vulture conservation efforts in six vulture range states in South and 
South-East Asia (Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, Myanmar, Nepal and Pakistan). The SAVE Blueprint is 
the Vulture Recovery Plan for South and South-East Asia and describes a set of Objectives and Actions 
based on evidence of effectiveness which the partners have agreed are essential if this overall Goal is 
to be attained. The Blueprint has guided vulture conservation in the SAVE partner countries since 2014 
and it is updated every year.  
 

The Current State of South and South-East Asia’s Vultures 
 
Vultures were once widespread breeding birds across South and South-East Asia and four species are 
endemic to the region: White-rumped Vulture (Gyps bengalensis), Slender-billed Vulture (G. 
tenuirostris), Indian Vulture (G. indicus) and Red-headed Vulture (Sarcogyps calvus). The three 
endemic species of Gyps vultures have declined the most severely and are all listed by IUCN as 
Critically Endangered. The endemic Red-headed Vulture and the more widely distributed Egyptian 
Vulture (Neophron percnopterus) are also globally threatened (Critically Endangered and Endangered 
respectively). All five species are listed in these threat categories because of rapid population declines, 
some of which have been as rapid as any recorded bird species not yet extinct: the global White-
rumped Vulture population had declined by a factor of one thousand by 2007, compared with 
numbers as recently as the mid-1990s. However, it should be noted that, even if its population 
stopped declining, Slender-billed Vulture would now qualify as globally threatened because of its small 
remaining population size. In 2021, IUCN assessed the global numbers of mature individuals of the 
four species as <15,000 (G. indicus), <10,000 (S. calvus), <10,000 (G. bengalensis) and <1000 (G. 
tenuirostris) (Birdlife International 2021). Before the declines, there were millions of White-rumped 
Vultures, hundreds of thousands of Indian Vultures and tens of thousands of Slender-billed Vultures. 
These precariously small remnant populations are broadly similar in size to IUCN’s most recent 
assessment of the global wild population of mature individuals (<4,000) of the Tiger (Panthera tigris: 
Endangered), Asia’s most iconic globally threatened species. 
 
The largest and most rapid declines of the endemic Gyps vulture species occurred in India, Nepal, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh during the 1990s and 2000s. In South-East Asia, White-rumped Vultures, 
Slender-billed Vultures and Red-headed Vultures bred commonly in the first half of the 20th century, 
ranging from Myanmar across Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam, reaching Yunnan province in China 
and extending south to Malaysia. However, by the 1980s vulture populations in South-East Asia had 
plummeted, and by the early 2000s only small populations remained in Myanmar, Cambodia and Laos. 
 

Why are vultures threatened by extinction in South and South-East Asia? 
 
Widespread veterinary use of the non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID) diclofenac has been 
the principal cause of the declines in Gyps vulture populations in South Asia. Diclofenac has been used 
to treat symptoms of disease and injury in cattle and water buffaloes in many parts of the Indian 
subcontinent since the 1990s. Affected vultures died from kidney failure within days of ingesting drug 
residues after scavenging on carcasses of recently-treated cattle although the dead bodies were 
difficult to recover for necropsy and chemical analysis because the vulture has usually travelled far 
from the source. Surveys of diclofenac concentrations in carcasses of cattle available as food for 
vultures in India in the mid-2000s showed that levels of the drug were sufficient to cause annual death 
rates from diclofenac poisoning in wild White-rumped Vultures of approximately 50% per year, which 
matched the decline rate observed from repeated surveys in both India and Pakistan. 
 



In parts of South Asia, there are religious and cultural constraints on consumption of the meat from 
the large numbers of domesticated cattle and water buffaloes. As a result, carcasses of dead animals 
are often disposed of by leaving them in open sites for scavengers to eat. This exposes vultures and 
other scavengers to any toxic residues of veterinary pharmaceuticals. In addition to this, in South Asian 
countries with many adherents to the Hindu religion, there is considerable attention to the welfare of 
cattle. In most of India, cattle are regarded as sacred and have been revered for thousands of years. 
For this reason, large quantities of pain-killing drugs are administered annually to alleviate the 
suffering of cattle when they are close to death, including by staff employed by cattle charities, some 
of which accommodate thousands of unwanted animals in dedicated shelters. 
 
In South-East Asia the vulture declines during the 20th century have been caused principally by loss of 
habitat and a decline in food supply. Wild ungulate populations crashed in the region because of 
uncontrolled hunting and loss of natural habitats. The availability of carrion from domestic ungulates 
also declined due to changes and mechanisation of farming practices. There has also been poisoning 
of vultures caused by poison baits set deliberately, either to kill vultures or to kill other target species. 
 

Progress so far and current threats 
 
Unintentional poisoning by NSAIDs remains the primary threat to vultures in South Asia. Veterinary 
use of diclofenac was banned in India, Pakistan and Nepal in 2006, and in Bangladesh in 2010 because 
of clear evidence of its devastating effects on vulture populations. The use of diclofenac has declined 
markedly since then in some areas, but the drug is still used illegally in others. Following the ban, there 
was also a scheme initiated whereby pharmacies could replace their stocks of diclofenac with the 
vulture-safe NSAID meloxicam. Subsequent public awareness programmes encouraging the use of 
vulture-safe NSAIDs (meloxicam and tolfenamic acid) has led to diclofenac being almost entirely 
replaced in Nepal by safe drugs. As a result, population declines of both White-rumped and Slender-
billed Vultures were halted, with populations subsequently increasing at the maximum biologically-
feasible rate of about 10% per year.  
 
Elsewhere in South Asia the transition to vulture-safe drugs has been incomplete and vulture 
populations, although they have stabilised at a low level, have not yet begun to recover. Vulture-toxic 
veterinary NSAIDs other than diclofenac approved by regulators have become more widely used. 
Some of these toxic drugs have recently been banned (ketoprofen in Bangladesh in 2021, and in India 
aceclofenac and ketoprofen in 2023, and nimesulide in 2024) but legal and illegal use of toxic 
veterinary NSAIDs remains an ongoing and significant threat. Additional threats or potential threats in 
South Asia include the deliberate setting of poison baits, principally intended to kill nuisance 
carnivores, and electrocution or collision with energy infrastructure. However, evidence available so 
far does not indicate that these threats result in increased annual death rates on a scale comparable 
with those caused by diclofenac. 
 
The progress achieved in regulating some of the toxic NSAIDs has been a result of concerted scientific 
and advocacy work of the SAVE network of partners, but this has been combined with a more localised 
bottom-up approach to establish 100km radius ‘Vulture Safe Zones’, developed through SAVE, initially 
by partners working in Nepal. Although this approach focuses on the primary threat of NSAIDs in South 
Asia, it also addresses and monitors other threats at a vulture-range scale and is being adapted for 
application more widely. 
 
In South-East Asia the current threats faced by vulture populations have been different from those in 
South Asia although there are common themes. In South-East Asia food availability remains limited 
and so supplementary feeding takes place at dedicated feeding sites. Unintentional poisoning by 
poison baits is the current primary threat to vultures in this region where poison baits are placed with 



the intention of killing other species, including carnivores which kill domestic animals. Whilst this 
activity is illegal, enforcement to prevent it is difficult. Infrastructure development and illegal logging 
are also increasing threats. Whilst diclofenac has been less widely used for veterinary purposes in the 
South-East Asian countries, including in Cambodia and Myanmar where vultures remain, it is 
important to remain vigilant and ensure toxic NSAIDs do not become an issue. Diclofenac was banned 
for veterinary use in Cambodia in 2019, and monitoring and advocacy work on this issue continues in 
both countries. 
 

Blueprint Objectives 
 
The Goal of the SAVE Blueprint is to prevent the extinction and enable the recovery of Globally 
Threatened vultures to viable population levels in South and South East Asia. 
 
The SAVE Blueprint for the Recovery of Asia’s Globally Threatened Vultures identifies priority 
objectives and associated actions. 

 

A. To minimise the threat from toxic non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NSAIDs) to vultures throughout the range, whilst monitoring the exposure to, 
and mortality from, this threat. 
 

B. To assess the magnitude of other threats to vultures including poison baits, 
electrocution and collision, and food and habitat availability, and address these 
threats where appropriate. 
 

C. To support vulture conservation through actions that contribute to addressing 
knowledge gaps and population recovery. 
 

D. To advance vulture conservation through effective promotion and 
implementation of the SAVE Blueprint activities by sharing and disseminating 
best practice, knowledge and expertise across the partnership and more 
widely. 
 

 

 

The following actions under each objective have all been identified as priorities. Each action has 

been ascribed a priority level of high, medium, low, or not currently applicable for each country and 

the criteria to assign these priorities have included urgency, impact level, and achievability. These 

priority levels will be periodically assessed based on knowledge and circumstance. 

 

 

 

 



Priority Actions 

A To minimise the threat to vultures from toxic non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) throughout the range, whilst 
monitoring the exposure to, and mortality from, this threat. 

Category SAVE 
secretariat  

Bangladesh India Nepal Pakistan Cambodia Myanmar 

A1 Establish system and procedures by which veterinary drugs with 
unknown effects on vultures, including new to market drugs, have 
their approval for veterinary use withheld or withdrawn until 
scientific testing on Gyps vultures establishes their safety at 
maximum likely exposure levels. 

Policy and 
Legislation 

High High High High High Low High 

A2 Prohibit or withdraw the veterinary use of known toxic NSAIDs 
(diclofenac, ketoprofen, aceclofenac, nimesulide, carprofen, and 
flunixin). (Dependent on montioring results) 

Policy and 
Legislation High High High High High High High 

A3 Enforce the removal from the market of vials of NSAIDs supposedly 
intended for human medicine in excess of 3 ml capacity.  

Policy and 
Legislation High NA High High High NA High 

A4 Work with both the pharmaceutical industry and governments to 
ensure, by a robust safety testing process, the testing of drugs of 
unknown toxicity to vultures to identify NSAIDs that are safe for 
vultures and as evidence for those that are not. Currently 
meloxicam and tolfenamic acid are the only such drugs. 

Research 
and 
Monitoring                                                             High High High NA High  NA NA 

A5 Contribute, with government agencies and pharmaceutical 
companies, to maintaining pharmacovigilance and regulation of 
veterinary drugs, to prevent their negative effects on wild vultures 
(RSC). 

Policy and 
Legislation 

High High High High High Low High 

A6 Establish a SAVE web-based information system on veterinary 
drugs which combines information of levels of use from pharmacy 
surveys and analyses of cattle carcasses, with results from safety 
testing to draw attention of govts to potentially hazardous drugs. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action High Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium 

A7 Develop awareness-raising initiatives across the partnership to 
highlight NSAIDs issue and promote vulture-safe drugs, specifically 
to veterinarians and potential consumers. 

Education 
and 
Awareness 

High High High High High Medium High 

A8 Monitor availability of NSAIDs for veterinary use in Vulture Safe 
Zones (VSZs) and more widely through undercover pharmacy 
surveys. 

Research 
and 
Monitoring                                                             

High High High High High Medium High 

A9 Monitor NSAID contamination of ungulate carcasses in VSZs and 
more widely. 

Research 
and 
Monitoring 

Medium High High NA  High NA Low 

A10 Investigate factors affecting use of vulture-safe NSAIDs by 
veterinarians, paravets and livestock owners. 

Research 
and 
Monitoring 

High Medium High  High  Medium Low High  

A11 Seek to improve regulations to facilitate the easier movement of 
samples between countries where capacity is lacking, to facilities 
than can do the relevant analysis. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action Medium High Low Low Low Low Low 



 

B To assess the magnitude of other threats to vultures including 
poison baits, electrocution and collision, and food and habitat 
availability, and address these threats where appropriate. 

Category SAVE 
secretariat  

Bangladesh India Nepal Pakistan Cambodia Myanmar 

B1 Undertake an assessment of threats to vultures using monitoring 
and tracking data. 

Research and 
monitoring High High High High High High High 

B2 Collect, collate (e.g. via database) and share basic standardised 
information about poison bait incidents at national, and regional 
levels. 

Research and 
monitoring High High Medium High High High High 

B3 Establish protocols and train and support relevant agency staff to 
rapidly respond to poisoning incidents including sharing best 
practice. 

Education and 
Awareness High High Medium High High High Medium 

B4 Implement awareness campaigns, specifically covering negative 
impacts on vultures and other non-target species and legal 
alternatives to mitigate human-wildlife conflict. 

Education and 
Awareness 

Low Medium Medium High Medium High High 

B5 Investigate and promote vulture-safe protocols and guidelines for 
vertebrate control and the disposal of carcasses at dumpsites e.g. 
sterilisation and vaccination programmes for feral dog control, and 
improving management practices at dumpsites for vultures. 

Education and 
Awareness 

Medium NA Medium Medium Low Low Medium 

B6 Undetake risk-mapping, identifying areas where energy 
infrastructure poses greatest electrocution risks to vultures; 
combine tracking data, site prioritisation, vulture counts and other 
sources. 

Research and 
monitoring Medium Medium High High High Low Low 

B7 Engage with donors of large energy infrastructure developments to 
ensure responsible energy developments and allocation of project 
resources to enable long-term monitoring. 

Policy and 
Legislation 

Low Medium Medium High High Low Low 

B8 Investigate changes in food availability (and water availability and 
quality - where applicable), quality and distribution for vultures at a 
range of spatial scales (foraging patterns of fledglings and breeding 
adults), and any resulting impacts on vulture populations. 

Research and 
monitoring 

High  Medium Medium High  Medium Medium NA 

B9 Develop clear goals and science-based guidance and methods to 
support any supplementary feeding strategies (e.g. vulture 
restaurants), including ensuring resources to cover operational 
costs for sites for 5–12 years. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action 

High  High  High  High Low High High 

B10 Investigate and identify key nesting and roosting areas and assess 
availability in relation to habitat destruction – working with local 
communities to show importance and impact on vulture 
populations. 

Research and 
monitoring 

Low High High High High High High 

B11 Safeguard nesting areas from logging and human predation at 
relevant sites.   

Direct 
Conservation 
Action 

Low Medium High High Medium High High 



 

C To support vulture conservation through actions that 
contribute to addressing knowledge gaps and population 
recovery. 

Category 
SAVE 

secretariat  Bangladesh India Nepal Pakistan Cambodia Myanmar 

C1 Undertake population monitoring locally and nationally (e.g. Road 
transect surveys, or other methods) 

Research 
and 
monitoring 

High High High High High High High 

C2 Undertake GPS/satellite tracking studies of vultures to determine 
spatial movements and to identify mortality caused by full range of 
threats. Create a repository for tracking data across the range 

Research 
and 
monitoring 

High High High High High High High 

C3 Improve capacity to conduct autopsies, toxicological and other 
forensic analyses to determine causes of mortalities throughout 
the range.  

Direct 
Conservation 
Action Medium Medium High High Medium Medium High 

C4 Ensure the maintenance of genetically viable, long term 
conservation breeding programme for White-rumped Vulture, 
Indian Vulture and Slender-billed Vulture as relevant and for as 
long as is necessary as an insurance against extinction. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action High Low High NA High NA NA 

C5 Undertake the release of captive-reared/captive-bred vultures 
using the IUCN guidelines and criteria for translocation of species. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action 

Medium Low High NA Medium NA NA 

C6 Undertake research into the estimation of the former and potential 
future value of the ecosystem services provided by wild vultures. 

Research 
and 
monitoring 

Low Low Medium Medium Medium Low Low 

C7 Encourage and assist all range states to develop National Vulture 
Conservation Plans. 

Policy & 
Legislation Medium High High High Medium High High 

C8 Implement, maintain and review network of VSZs (with emphasis 
on NSAIDs issue) and develop VSZ criteria to promote as an 
approach in addressing other critical threats. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action Medium High High High High Medium High 

C9 Undertake capacity-building and local advocacy to promote VSZs. Education 
and 
Awareness 

Medium Medium Medium High Medium Medium Medium 

C10 Integrate responsible community-led vulture-based tourism in 
VSZs. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action Low Low High Medium Low Medium High 

 

 



 

 

D To advance vulture conservation through effective promotion 
and implementation of the SAVE Blueprint activities by sharing 
and disseminating best practice, knowledge and expertise 
across the partnership and more widely. 

Category SAVE 
secretariat  

Bangladesh India Nepal Pakistan Cambodia Myanmar 

D1 Disseminate and update the Blueprint and engage partner to report 
annually on progress and challenges. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action 

High High High High High High High 

D2 Develop SAVE positions on key issues as highlighted by reporting 
from partners. 

Education 
and 
Awareness 

High Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium 

D3 Develop and implement a fundraising strategy to secure the 
finances and other resources required to effectively implement the 
Blueprint. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action 

High High High High High High High 

D4 Develop and implement a communications strategy, comprising 
tools to promote the conservation of vultures. 

Education 
and 
Awareness 

High Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium 

D5 Utilise and support existing events at national level, such as 
International Vulture Awareness Day, to promote the conservation 
of vultures in the SAVE region. 

Education 
and 
Awareness 

Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium 

D6 Establish a repository for SAVE products e.g. relevant guidance, 
protocols, awareness raising materials, and other publications that 
promote vulture conservation. 

Education 
and 
Awareness 

High Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium 

D7 Seek to build in country capacity to enhance sustainability and 
legacy of vulture conservation initiatives. 

Direct 
Conservation 
Action 

Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium 

 

 

 


