
Incubation & Hand Rearing Protocol for Griffon Vulture  
(Gyps fulvus) 

Used at the Tisch Family Zoological Gardens in Jerusalem 
 

Preface: 
In 2000, the Jerusalem Zoo took on the responsibility for the National Birds of Prey Incubation 
Centre. Until that time the centre was run by Mr. Igal Miller who is still in charge of the overall 
program on behalf of the Israel Nature and Parks Protection Authority. Most, if not all, of the 
knowledge currently used in the centre was provided by Mr. Miller and by Mr. Ohad Hatzofe, 
also from the Israel Nature and Parks Protection Authority. 
 
Since then an average of fifteen Griffon vulture eggs, as well as other birds of prey eggs have 
been incubated at the centre. Most of these eggs are collected from zoos and breeding facilities 
all over Israel and are usually from well-known breeding pairs.  
Every year, about ninety percent of the fertile eggs hatch successfully resulting in 7-10 chicks. 
Most of the chicks are transferred to breeding pairs for foster parenting and the surplus chicks are 
hand raised in a special facility at the zoo, using special techniques that prevents imprinting. 
All the hatchlings are part of the various re-introduction programs in Israel. 
 
Part A: Collecting the eggs: 
Eggs are collected from the parents ten days after their lay date. The first clutch of the season is 
removed with no addition of dummy eggs or other manipulation. The parents are monitored and 
in most cases lay another egg within 3-4 weeks after the first egg was removed. 
The second egg is taken to the incubator 10 days after lay date but this time it is carefully 
replaced with a dummy egg made of white clay, its shape and size similar to a regular egg. The 
parents are monitored to insure they continue to incubate the dummy egg. 
 
Part B: Incubation: 
Mr. Ohad Hatzofe collected the following parameters for the incubation during his MA thesis. 
 
During the first 21 days from lay date, the egg is incubated at a temperature of 36.6º. After 21 
days the egg is incubated at a lower temperature of 36.0º until hatching.  
 
Internal peeping occurs 54 days after lay date and external peeping (breaking the shell) occurs 
usually two days later.  
 
The eggs are weighed every 48 hours with a sensitive scale and weight loss is calculated. The 
egg should lose 13-17% of its weight from lay date until internal peeping (54 days). To calculate 
the percentage of weight loss we use the following formulas which require measuring the length 
and width of the egg in mm (one number after the dot) at the widest and longest poin ts of the 
egg: 

1)  (length* width* width) x 0.000548 = estimated weight of the egg at lay date. 
2) Estimated weight at day 1 x 0.85 = estimated weight at internal piping. 
3) (phase 1-phase 2) / 54 = expected daily weight loss. 

 



The expected daily weight loss is compared to the actual one and humidity levels are changed 
according to the trend. We have noticed that most eggs require 40% RH although many eggs 
require different RH levels; some needed 80% RH and in some the only way we could help the 
egg to reach the accurate weight loss was by drilling a hole in the egg during the last ten days of 
incubation. 
The eggs are candled every week and progress is recorded. 
 
Part c: Hatching:  
This is the most difficult part. Naturally, Vulture parents assist the hatchling. 
The eggs should be candled and weighed at the estimated time of internal peeping. The first 
signs of hatching are:  

1) Weight loss above normal expected rate. 
2) Changes at the membrane borders near the air sack. 
3) Peeping. 

 
At this stage, the egg should be placed in a hatchery, which does not roll the egg, at a slightly 
decreased temp. (~35.8º) and at a high level of RH (around 60-80%).  
An average of 2 days is expected until external peeping and another 2-3 days to full hatching is 
estimated. In most if not all cases, we needed to help the chick by slowly breaking the pieces of 
egg shell. During that time, the RH should be kept high and sterile. Normal saline solution 
should be dripped into the opening to keep the membrane damp to prevent it from sticking to the 
chick. 
 
Please note that doing this process too quickly may result in an open yolk sack, so take care not 
to rush process. On the other hand, waiting too long is not suggested either. As soon as the chick 
is peeping the peripheral blood vessels are shutting down but still, there is quite a lot of blood 
accumulated in blood vessels and rupturing those vessels may result in blood-shedding so the 
process of breaking the shell needs to be done in small steps.     
 
After hatching, the chick is weighed and the umbilical "button" is disinfected. 
 
Part d: Rearing 
The chick is kept in a nursery at a temperature of 33.0º for two days and than slowly decreased to 
about 25.0º according to its behaviour and its growth phase. It is important to prevent a very dry 
atmosphere by adding a water dish if necessary. 
 
A nest made of twigs with soft material such as pine leaves or wood chips should be used in 
order to prevent a leg-spread problem. During the first 48 hours after hatching, the chick receives 
a diet of mainly soft tissues such as liver, after which it starts getting a regular diet 4-5 times a 
day and gradually decreased to feeding twice a day according to the crop status. 
The diet is based on whole skinned rats. We found them much better than mice in preventing 
Rachitis and these rats (without the skin) are ground to a "porridge" containing their bones. We 
add some beef meat, small pieces of cuttlebone and beef bone and that is the sole diet until they 
can eat whole rat. Using this diet has resulted in zero bone problems so far. 
 
Half an hour prior to feeding, the "porridge" is placed at room temperature or in the incubator 
with a few drops of  "Babyzym" – a natural drug used to prevent colic in infants. It contains 



pepsin sodium1:10000 per 30mg, Another drug that can be used is “Panzyme”. Those drugs 
imitate the Vulture saliva. 
The chick is weighed weekly. 
 
When the chick starts to get its flight feathers it is removed from the nursery and placed in a box 
about 1*1*1 m in size with an open side facing othe r Vultures. When he starts jumping out of the 
nest he is placed with other fledglings and adults vultures.  


