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Introduction 
Critically Endangered northern bald ibis has had a precariously small population 
in the Middle East since rediscovery in Syria in 2002 when seven adult birds were 
found (Serra et al., 2003), but it has since declined to three birds (one breeding 
pair) in 2010. Following unsuccessful attempts to release captive birds into wild 
northern bald ibis populations in the past (Bowden et al., 2007) and given the 
complex social adaptability of the species (Pegoraro & Föger, 2001) and based 
on experience from European trials work, it was agreed that further work was 
needed before a re-introduction could be attempted. The International Advisory 

Group for Northern Bald 
Ibis (IAGNBI – 
www.iagnbi.org) 
recommended attempting 
supplementation with 
juvenile birds only as a 
last resort. When only 
three birds returned from 
migration in 2010, it was 
agreed that such an 
attempt was justified 
despite the low likelihood 
of success. The Turkish 
Government agreed to 
donate birds from the semi
-wild population in Birecik 

Northern bald ibis  
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which was considered appropriate genetic stock, and an attempt at 
supplementation was made using input and recommendations of IAGNBI. 
Development of the method for the supplementation was largely based on the 
outcome of experimental projects in Europe with hand-raised free-flying Northern 
Bald Ibises (Fritz, 2010). 
 
Goals 
x� Overall Goal: Stop the decline of the eastern population of northern bald ibis.  
x� Goal 1: To develop techniques to integrate and supplement semi-wild northern 

bald ibis with the wild population in Syria. 
x� Goal 2: To increase the population size of the remaining wild Syrian population 

with genetically similar juvenile stock. 
x� Goal 3: To facilitate contact between supplemented and wild birds in order to 

maintain a population with historical knowledge of the migration route and 
favored feeding grounds. 

 
Success Indicators  
x� Indicator 1: Selection and transportation of birds from Turkey to Syria. 
x� Indicator 2: Adjustment of the birds to a new area and maintaining their 

condition following relocation to a new aviary and site. 
x� Indicator 3: Social interaction with wild birds and the ability to form new social 

bonds and join a wild flock. 
x� Indicator 4: Released birds follow the wild birds to local feeding areas and on 

migration. 
x� Indicator 5: Maintain condition and survive to eventually return in later years to 

breeding area. 
 
Project Summary  
Feasibility & Implementation: Two juveniles hatched in 2010 were selected 
from the semi-wild population at Birecik, and together with four adults selected to 
found a captive breeding program in Syria, these were transported by vehicle 250 
km from Birecik in Turkey to Palmyra in Syria in June 2010 and housed in a 
permanent aviary 35 km from the wild colony. A temporary pre-release aviary was 
erected in advance, in close proximity to a regular feeding site of the wild birds to 
allow the wild birds to become accustomed to it. The captive ibises were 
transferred to the pre-release aviary (two adults together with the juveniles to 
ensure social stability) and further attract the wild birds. The three wild birds 
quickly showed interest in the captive birds (within a day), and approached them 
closely, particular the unpaired female which appeared most attracted to the adult 
male in the pre-release aviary. Two of the three wild birds left the area on 
migration less than two days after the juveniles were brought to the pre-release 
aviary, leaving just one remaining wild adult bird present - an adult female. It was 
therefore decided to release the captive juveniles the following day (four days 
earlier than originally planned). They joined the wild bird, and followed her on 
migration just one day later along with the one wild juvenile. 
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Post-release monitoring: The two released juveniles, the wild adult female and 
the wild juvenile were all fitted with satellite ptts. The juveniles also had VHF tags 
attached for local tracking. They migrated 1,900 km to southern Saudi Arabia in 
the two weeks after departing Syria. The three juveniles appeared to migrate 
together with the wild adult female up to this point, travelling a mean of 240 km/
day and a maximum of 350 km/day, but from here the adult female continued 
alone into Yemen and onward to Ethiopia and the three juveniles appear to have 
split up and wandered around in southern Saudi Arabia. Attempts were made to 
locate the birds in the field. One released juvenile was sighted in southern Saudi 
Arabia three weeks after leaving Syria. The wild juvenile was picked up moribund 
and later died in captivity two weeks after leaving Syria. The two released 
juveniles are assumed to have died in southern Saudi Arabia approximately 6 
weeks and 8 weeks after leaving Syria. Both satellite PTTS were fitted with 
mortality switches which, based on movement, suggested they were dead. 
Temperature data also suggested mortality. However it was not possible to 
retrieve the tags (permission was not available to use the appropriate VHF 
receiver in Saudi Arabia to aid the search) so we cannot completely rule out the 
tags becoming detached in both cases, though this seems very unlikely. 
 
Major difficulties faced  
x� Permission to acquire the birds from Turkey was finalized only shortly 

beforehand. 
x� There were serious practical challenges of transportation and authorization 

due to the international border crossing.  
x� Selection of the Turkish birds would have been simpler with a more detailed 

database and history of the birds available. 
x� It was also difficult to know where the wild birds would be spending time since 

feeding sites often change - so predicting where to locate the pre-release 
aviary was a challenge and could not be planned until immediately 
beforehand. 

x� The wild birds departed from the breeding grounds almost two weeks earlier 
than in previous years, further restricting the opportunity for the supplemented 
birds to acclimatize and regain condition after the stress of relocation.  

x� There were problems getting sufficiently accurate locations and appropriate 
VHF equipment to locate the final sites where signals indicated the birds may 
have died. Getting fieldworkers to the locations quickly proved a particular 
challenge even once the locations were relatively precise, not permitting us to 
confirm the likely cause of mortality. 

x� Juvenile dispersal behavior is not well understood for this species, so we do 
not actually know what to expect in terms of juvenile timing of movements, and 
how long they can be expected to remain together with adult birds. It is likely 
that juveniles having suboptimal physical condition tend to fall behind the 
adults during migration, which may cause them to lose contact with the adult 
leaders. Although this may be natural, it could potentially be a problem, 
particularly once the population has dropped below a critical level and there 
are no other adults to follow.  
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Major lessons learned  
x� Earlier selection of 

birds and 
transportation would 
allow the birds to 
regain condition prior to 
release. 

x� Supplementation does 
appear to be feasible 
despite early 
indications from other 
studies that such a 
technique might not be. 
The presumed close 
relatedness between 
the Syrian and Turkish 
populations may have 
contributed to this 
success. 

x� Based on this trial, the 
separation of juvenile birds from adults along the migration route seems likely 
to occur, Thus, post-separation monitoring and potentially further interventions 
may need to be considered.  

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Overall the exercise was more successful than anticipated, particularly bearing 

in mind the very brief period of acclimatization possible before release and 
migration. The integration of the birds which followed one adult on the major 
migration just two days after release was remarkable. The fact that the birds 
apparently did not survive beyond 6 and 8 weeks however means this was 
ultimately not successful in the overall goal, but knowing that survival rates for 
wild juveniles are low (Serra et al., 2010), this could be a matter of chance, 
and further trials are strongly recommended, but which allow more 
acclimatization time prior to release. The option to provide appropriate post-
separation management (such as supplementary feeding, reuniting with 
adults) at migration staging grounds is also being considered to help improve 
condition and survival of the juveniles. 

x� Note that the source population from Turkey is not fully captive - birds are free 
flying for half the year, reared in the wild and have little direct human contact 
which may make them more suitable source material than fully captive reared 
birds. 

 

Syrian colony area with pre-release aviary 

© Waldrappteam 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 
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