
Raptor Information Sheet - Turkey Vulture

Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura) 
Description/Size

Wing span: 67 - 72 inches  
Length:  26 - 28 inches
Weight:  3.5 - 5 pounds

Similar Species

Habitat/Range

Food/Diet

The turkey vulture is a relatively large raptor. Sexes are similar in appearance, females 
slightly larger than males. No color morphs. Up to six subspecies recognized. Plumage 
is dark brown overall; feathers on neck and upper back are iridescent. From below, the 
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– a distinctive two-toned underwing. It has relatively long and broad wings and a long, 
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are bare, with blackish bristles, generally reddish-colored.  Head appears very small 
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ivory-colored, relatively short, and hooked, with large nostrils. Feet and legs are pink; 
legs generally stained white from excreta.  Much variation in iris color; from buff to dark 
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is pinkish red, legs pink, plumage is slightly darker than adult’s; dark bill becomes more 
ivory-colored with age. Full adult appearance by second fall or winter.

Can be confused with other large dark raptors that soar. It is smaller than eagles but 
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the wings and the lack of sustained and strong wingbeats 

Frequents open and forested habitats from lowland to mountainous areas in temperate 
and tropical zones.  Preferred habitat includes open land with abundant carrion close 

�	�����
�����	�����
��	�����	���	����
���	���	���
����	$�������	�����	���
	���
���	
large trees with cavities, cliffs, rock outcrops, or boulder strewn slides. Roosting habitat 
includes large trees or rock outcrops isolated or protected from human disturbance.  
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primarily from the southeastern U.S. into Mexico and south through breeding range.

Feeds opportunistically on wide range of wild and domestic carrion. Mammals are 
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on incapacitated or very young animals. Takes some plant material incidentally while 
feeding.  When carrion is in short supply, it may eat rotting fruit and vegetables left 
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regurgitated food. Uses both sight and its excellent sense of smell to locate carcasses. 
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to older ones. Cannot open thick skin, so must wait until large carcass is putrid or is 
opened by mammals or larger vultures. Generally feeds on ground; may wade into 
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drags it off a few meters. Tends to gorge when feeding then perches in nearby trees. 
Forages solitarily, but individuals attracted to other feeding vultures often congregated 
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sometimes displaced by larger or more aggressive species such as the black vulture; in 
response, the turkey vulture specializes on small carcasses that can be eaten quickly.

Morley Nelson Snake River Birds of Prey  

Nat iona l  Conserva t ion  Area
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Voice

Behavior

Lacks a syrinx so has a limited vocal ability.  Mainly hisses, snarls or whines. 
 
The turkey vulture is usually seen soaring above forest or open areas in long straight 
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during takeoffs and landings. Its body and wings teeters gently in response to slight 
changes in winds. Spends much of the day in the air searching for food or riding thermal 
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Will wade into water up to belly-feathers to feed or bathe. Leaves night roost after 
dawn and returns before dark. Communal roosts, from a few birds to several thousand, 
facilitate group foraging and social interactions.  Conserves energy at night by reducing 
its body temperature. In the morning it warms up by spreading wings and raising its 
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Northern and some western populations are migratory whereas southern and tropical 
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level migrant, but may ride thermals to several hundreds of feet, then glide to next 
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overcast days because of lack of thermals. May make short water crossings. Tolerant of 
human activity and adaptable in its diet and choice of nest sites. When threatened will 
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intruders.
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Reproduction/Nesting

Clutch size: 2 eggs
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dull to creamy white with 
scattered irregular brown 
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Life Span

Conservation Status

Viewing in the NCA
 
Interesting Facts 
 
Spanish name:  
Zopilote aura, 
Aura cabecirroja 
 

 
 
 
Sources
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evidence. Pairs not known to associate during migration or on nonbreeding grounds. 
Nests in a wide range of cave-like sites such as caves, deep recesses in cliffs, among 
boulders on scree slopes, cavities in large trees, lofts of abandoned or seldom-use 
buildings and in dense tangles of vines or shrubs.  Most important requirement of nest 
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present: bare soil, wood, leaf litter, punk, straw, etc., without apparent construction, 
but depression may form in substrate from weight and movements of incubating birds. 
Occasionally adult makes scrape, rearranges substrate, or adds to it. When disturbed 
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a protected non game species for which it is illegal to collect, harm or otherwise remove 
from its natural habitat. Population appears to be stable overall; however it is a species 
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sites, through timber harvesting is of some concern. Turkey vultures are susceptible 
to organophosphorus and other chemical poisoning when indirectly ingested through 
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and other contaminants, the turkey vulture has a propensity to feed in agricultural and 
roadside habitats, making it vulnerable to accidental trapping, collisions with motor 
vehicles, electrocution, shooting, and the ingestion of lead from animals that have been 
shot. Its former persecution as a potential vector of livestock disease or as a predator 
of young animals has largely ceased, since these contentions have proved false. 
Collisions with aircraft pose a serious threat, especially to military. This species occurs 
at the same altitudes as military operations, and has a disinclination to take evasive 
action. 
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  meaning gold which may refer to the color of its head in museum specimens, but more 
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- Common name refers to resemblance to the wild turkey.
- Other names: buzzard, turkey buzzard
- Recent research suggests that New World vultures are more closely related to storks 
  than to hawks and eagles.
- Olfactory organs unusually well developed for a bird; relative size of brain’s olfactory 
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and www.fws.gov/migratorybirds/regulationspolicies/mbta/mbtintro.html
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Map - The Peregrine Fund
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Turkey Vulture
(Cathartes aura)
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