TURKEY VULTURE: A DANGEROUS STRIKE RISK FOR AIRCRAFT
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The Turkey Vulture { Cathartes awra) has 4 wide range in the
Caribbean region, including the Cubanarchipelagos, Jamaica,
Hispaniala, southwestern Puerto Rico, and the northwestern
Bahamas, as well as North, Cenrral, and South America,
including Trinidad (Bond 1980 . The biology of this species
in Cuba has been reported by Centella (1916}, Ramsden
(1916}, San Martin (1916), among others, Other studies on
this species have recently been conducted in Mexico (Acosta
etal, 1991} and Puerto Rico (Santana et al, 1986a, 1986b).

In Cuba, there is concern about the potential of Turkey
Yulture strikes on aircraft, The Turkey Vulture has been seen
at different Cuban military airfields (Sierra 1981}, so it is
included in some safety air-navigation reports (A LC, 1985,
Wotzkow 1984, Wotzkow and Vicente 1985). Also, its Mlight
activity and abundance were analyzed at an airport in western
Cuba (Godinez et al, 1988).

Here 1 analyze the potential of Turkey Vulture—aircraft
strikes in Cuba, based on the vulture's distribution, abun-
dance, and general behavior, and consider control methods.

Giarrido and Gareia (1975) noted that the Turkey Vulture
occurs in all Cuban regions, except in aguatic habitats, and
that it has been frequently found in cities. Worzkow and
Wiley (1988) estimated a density of 0.06 birds/ha (0.6 hirds/
square km} as a result of 11 surveys along 670.5 km of the
mostimporiant Cuban highway, Because ofits social behavior,
this density would be higher in feeding and roosting sites. 5,
Cubillas (pers, comm.) has reported two such social aggre-
gations at the Cuban Zoo (in Havana City), where about 50—
BD vultures were counted in a single group, In such areas,
vulture densities would be around 80 birds/square km.

Abundance levels may change with respect to soaring
altitudes and diurnal periods (Godinez et al. 1988), so it 1s
important to know the flight actuvity to aveid a collision,
Critical periods are mainly when vultures leaves their roosts
in the morning, because their early flights would be hazard-
ous to airplanes flying at low altitudes. Another critical
period is when vultures display their maximum flight activ-
ity, generally from 13:00 to 14:00 hrs. Typically, the valiures
soar at altitudes of from =100 m (Godinez ct al, 1988),
However, Wolrkow and Armensol (1991) have seen
Carhartes anra soaring as high as 1,700 m in their surveys
made from aircraft,

Hunt { 1976} estimated the probability of a bird strike on
an arrcraft {lying through an airspace with respect o the
density of birds perunitarea (P[D]). Although the probability
of a vulture—aircraft sirike is low, ooc must consider the
actual frontal area of big commercial airplanes, such as B-
747, IL-B6, TU-144, and other urbo-jets. Furthermore, when
airplanes take-off or land, theyv are at low altitude, where
Turkey Vulture densities are greatest and therefore the strike
risks are highest. For instance, P[D] will be equal to 0,00093
with only a density of 1 bird/square km on an aircraft with a
frontal area of 93 sq m at an altitude of 100 m.

Mo effective control methed exists for Turkey Vultures.
Although several collisions of Turkey Vultures with aircraft
have cccurred in Cuba, we do not have rigorous statistical
data on air strikes. Thus, adequate aircraft-vulture collision
data are unavailable, Fortunately, no commercial aircraft
crashes resulting from vulture strikes are yet known, although
there is a good possibility for such an incident.
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