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Abstract To examine problem solving in turkey vultures

(Cathartes aura), six captive vultures were presented with

a string-pulling task, which involved drawing a string up to

access food. This test has been used to assess cognition in

many bird species. A small piece of meat suspended by a

string was attached to a perch. Two birds solved the

problem without apparent trial-and-error learning; a third

bird solved the problem after observing a successful bird,

suggesting that this individual learned from the other vul-

ture. The remaining birds failed to complete the task. The

successful birds significantly reduced the time needed to

solve the task from early trials compared to late trials,

suggesting that they had learned to solve the problem and

improved their technique. The successful vultures solved

the problem in a novel way: they pulled the string through

their beak with their tongue, and may have gathered the

string in their crop until the food was in reach. In contrast,

ravens, parrots and finches use a stepwise process; they pull

the string up, tuck it under foot, and reach down to pull up

another length. As scavengers, turkey vultures use their

beak for tearing and ripping at carcasses, but possess large,

flat, webbed feet that are ill-suited to pulling or grasping.

The ability to solve this problem and the novel approach

used by the turkey vultures in this study may be a result of

the unique evolutionary pressures imposed on this scav-

enging species.
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Canada, the North Island Wildlife Rescue Association

(NIWRA) in Errington, BC and the Grouse Mountain

Wildlife Refuge (GMWR), Vancouver, BC. Six turkey



of ten randomly-chosen trials for each successful bird were

reviewed and four commonly observed behaviours were

chosen for comparison (Heinrich and Bugnyar 2005)

(Table 1). The frequency (and order) of occurrence for

each of the four behaviours was recorded. Statistical

analyses were performed on the frequency data using

NCSS 2007 (Hintze 2007). All the assumptions of the Chi

square test were met (Zar 2010).





the technique, rather than the reward. After observing

Judge Dredd several times, Phoenix subsequently adopted

the same method used by Judge Dredd to retrieve the food.

Interestingly, Sazima (2007) has also noted that social

learning and imitation likely contribute to the novel for-

aging strategies observed in black vultures. While we did

not design this study to test for social learning, the obser-

vation is nonetheless interesting and should be explored

with future research.

These results suggest that, compared to other birds,

turkey vultures rely on their mouthparts rather than their

feet to complete this standard test. Furthermore turkey

vultures may be capable of social learning. Corvids such as

rooks (Corvus frugilegus), common ravens and New Cal-

edonian crows (Corvus moneduloides) have also shown

evidence of social learning (Clayton and Emery 2005). The



or responding to perceptual feedback, transfer tasks, such

as adding an unbaited string beside the reward string, or

using a design that restricts visual feedback during string-

pulling would be required. It is hoped that the results of this

study stimulate studies of cognition in vultures or other

species adapted to scavenging.
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