
Scientific Name
Sarcoramphus papa

Other Names
None

Range
South and Central America from Mexico to 
northern Argentina

Habitat
Savannas, tropical forests and grasslands

Description
A large, white vulture with grayish-black wings 
and tail feathers, and a pronounced skin flap 
(caruncle) on the upper beak. The head and 
neck are bald with the skin color varying in 
color including yellow, orange, blue, purple, 
and red.

Average Size
Height: 20 in.  
Wingspan: 5.5 – 6.5 ft.
Weight: 6 – 10 lbs.

Lifespan
In the wild: Estimated at 25 years
In captivity: Up to 35 years

Diet
In the wild: Carrion
In captivity: Rodents, fish and prepared meat

Incubation
53 – 58 days

Fledging Period
3 months

Sexual Maturity
Males as early as 7 years
Females as early as 5 years

Clutch Size
1 egg

Predators
Jaguars and snakes

Population Status
Vulnerable

Behavior
These birds are diurnal, spending their daytime hours soaring high in 
the sky on thermals searching for food using keen eyesight. They are 
considered resident birds that are non-migratory and maintain a set 
home range. King Vultures are often seen alone or in small family groups 
numbering approximately 15 individuals, and will tolerate other animals and 
vulture species in the same proximity. Even though they are the dominant 
vulture at the feeding site and usually the first to arrive, they are not 
territorial with the smaller vultures that feed alongside them. 
The head and neck of the King Vulture lack feathers to help prevent 
infections and to keep the remains of the carcass from damaging the 
feathers. After eating, Vultures relax in the sun and allow the heat to bake 
off the bacteria. 

Reproduction and Breeding
There is limited information on wild courtship and breeding of this species, 
but because they breed well in captivity, there is reliable data from 
numerous captive settings. 
King Vultures are monogamous and may remain together for many years 
as a pair, with both parents sharing in parental duties such as nest site 
choice and guarding and incubating the eggs. Short observations of 
courtship behavior in the wild suggest both the male and female participate 
in aerial maneuvers, including tandem flights. 
Only one chick is hatched from each clutch. The youngster grows rapidly 
but will take upwards of five years to develop adult plumage. King Vulture 
chicks regularly wander from the nest site as they mature (protected by 
nearby adults), but they will remain close to their parents several months 
after learning to fly.

Conservation
Although this species is common throughout its range and is listed as 
a species of least concern by the IUCN (International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature), the wild population of King Vultures appears to 
be declining. This population trend is mostly due to loss of habitat and 
suitable prey sites. They are listed on Appendix II of CITES (Convention 
on International Trade of Endangered Species) which offers additional 
protection 
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Amazing Facts
The King Vulture is the only surviving member of the genus Sarcoramphus. 

This is the third largest New World vulture, after two species of condor.

To cool off in the heat, this species will defecate on its legs, creating a process called urohydrosis.  


