
20 JANUARY 2012    VOL 335    SCIENCE    www.sciencemag.org 284

LETTERS
edited by Jennifer Sills

LETTERS  I  BOOKS  I  POLICY FORUM  I  EDUCATION FORUM  I  PERSPECTIVES

287

Healthcare policy 
controversies

Bird psychology

292

COMMENTARY

C
R

E
D

IT
: 
J
O

R
D

I 
B

A
S

Good News for European Vultures

SINCE THE OUTBREAK OF BOVINE SPONGIFORM ENCEPHALOPATHY (BSE) IN 2001, THE CONSER-
vation of European scavengers has been the subject of a legal dilemma: Either we can strictly 

protect scavenger species (1) or we can destroy livestock carcasses, the scavengers’ main 

source of food (2–5). In 2009, Donázar et al. (3) remarked that it was time for new regula-

tions and that “encouraging fallen stock 

to be left in situ is the most ecologically 

harmonious, inexpensive, and efficient 

management method for the conservation 

of scavengers.” Fortunately, recommen-

dations became reality. A broad consen-

sus among scientists, conservationists, 

and managers (5) led to new EU regula-

tions approved in March 2011 (6, 7). Now, 

the Spanish government has approved a 

disposition allowing farmers to abandon 

the remains of their animals in the fi eld 

and/or feeding stations (8). Although the 

application will be subject to some sanitary and administrative restrictions, the new scenario 

is grounds for optimism about the future of the Spanish vulture populations (which represent 

about 95% of  European vultures).  

With the application of this new measure, Spanish vultures will continue to provide valu-

able ecosystem services. In Spain alone, avian scavengers are capable of removing 9.9 million 

tons of carcasses per year. This in turn saves costs for farmers (about €20 per animal). The 

industrial destruction of carcasses carries costs between €66 and €96 per ton, in addition to 

the emission of greenhouse gases derived from transport and incineration (5). Overall, these 

events demonstrate that scientifi c arguments can indeed trigger positive political action and 

help to reconcile biodiversity conservation and human activities (9). 
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Global Endemism Needs 

Spatial Integration 
UNDERSTANDING THE REASONS WHY 
certain regions of the world have a high num-

ber of endemic species (i.e., species with a 

limited geographic distribution) is impor-

tant because it is frequently used in pri-

oritizing biodiversity conservation at both 

regional and global scales. B. Sandel and 

colleagues (“The influence of Late Qua-

ternary climate-change velocity on species 

endemism,” Reports, 4 November 2011, 

p. 660) concluded that sites where climate is 

changing at a slower rate (low-velocity) are 

more likely to harbor endemic species than 

high-velocity sites. Sandel et al.’s endemism 

maps are quite different from previous maps 

of endemism (1–3). Their analysis would ben-

efi t from the study of regional variation and 

spatial patterns, particularly for mountain and 

glacial ranges such as the Asian Himalayas.

The European and Asian continents, 

although located at almost the same latitude, 

have experienced different glacial histories 

(4); many European species expanded in 

the post–Last Glacial Maximum Quaternary 

period (5), whereas Asian species such as 
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