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T e a m i n g u p t o s av e I n d i a’ s v u lt u r e s

Nature’s hygiene
technicians
A decade ago India’s vultures started rapidly disappearing
from the landscape for no apparent reason and the species
has now reached a catastrophic 99% population decline. The
culprit was found to be diclofenac, an anti-inflammatory
treatment administered to livestock. After ingesting carrion
contaminated with the drug, the vultures die of kidney failure.
Vultures deliver important services to ecosystems and offer
huge benefit to human populations. As scavengers they
clean our landscapes of animal carcasses and their decline
negatively impacts nature and humans alike.
The central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh is a natural
habitat for these birds. In the northern part of the region
four species of vulture are particularly impacted by this
drug, especially the critically endangered White-backed
vulture (Gyps bengalensis). The state is also home to mining
group Rio Tinto’s diamond extraction activities.
Rio Tinto wanted to support conservation projects and
operations in the local area. International bird conservation
umbrella organisation BirdLife therefore approached its
high-level decision makers to build the business case for
getting Rio Tinto involved in a vulture conservation project.
The value of the project was presented as an opportunity
for the company to build a positive reputation while
implementing its biodiversity strategy. It was also an
occasion for Rio Tinto to be involved with environmental
issues beyond the level required by the national legislation
and achieve its goal of Net Positive Impact (NPI)1 . Another
selling point for Rio Tinto was the presence of all four species
of vulture around the project area, which would potentially
increase the biodiversity outcomes of the initiative.
The process was facilitated by the presence of a representative
within Rio Tinto who understood the benefits of going beyond

legislative compliance. The company realised that environmental
and social stability also ensured economical stability.
After a series of meetings, in January 2014 Rio Tinto joined
forces with Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS, BirdLife
Partner in India) and BirdLife International, signing a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to initiate a vulture
conservation project. This laid the foundations for the
establishment of a diclofenac-free zone over an area of
32,000 sq km. around a proposed Rio Tinto mine site.

Development
of the project
This ongoing vultures project involves species research
and also engages with a range of stakeholders in the
agricultural sector, especially cattle owners and herders.
The aim of these engagements is to understand whether
diclofenac is being used illegally to treat cattle and, if so,
how much. The objective is also to draft and implement
a plan to reduce and finally completely remove the drug
from the environment in the project area.
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A leading mining group joining forces with conservation NGOs
to help prevent the extinction of vultures is an unusual scenario.
Yet this is what happened in the central Indian state of Madhya
Pradesh in 2014 after conservation experts discovered the
birds were ingesting a drug found in their prey.

This is done by informing people about the implementation
of the diclofenac-ban by educating farmers and
pharmacists. Data is also collected, analysed and discussed
with government officials from veterinary institutions. The
aim is also to raise awareness of the wider public on the
importance of these birds of prey.

1
NPI can be explained as “A target for a development project in which the impacts on biodiversity caused by the project are outweighed by measures taken to
avoid and minimise the project’s impacts, undertake on-site restoration and finally to offset any residual impacts that may remain.”

© Richard Cuthbert

Rio Tinto provides some of its own personnel for the project
and has been building the capacity of its staff to assist with
its implementation. The firm also contributes financially to
the endeavour and has set aside allocations with specific
accounting procedures developed internally to ensure the
smooth functioning of the project.
BirdLife has also benefited from the partnership. For
example the NGO implementation team has taken up some
corporate approaches to project management and safety,
thus helping to improve project delivery and meet internal
reporting requirements.

it has done in the past and highlight the global relationship it
already has with BirdLife International. The mining firm could
also highlight its commitment to NPI.
These discussions meant that the agreement was drafted
with clear objectives and a mutually agreeable review
process. The latter helped build confidence on both sides
and diffused possible reputational risks.

A worthwhile effort
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This initiative is too recent to provide measurable conservation
impacts over vulture populations. However a baseline was
established (the first ever for the region) and monitoring
of vulture populations will be carried out in the coming
years. Other indicators such as the amount of veterinary
Diclofenac still being used, measured by a range of methods
including carcass sampling, will be used to determine the
progress towards the conservation objective. Overall there
are already good indications that account for a significant
positive impact.

This initiative has demonstrated that it is possible to engage
the business sector in conserving threatened species. But the
journey to the signing of the MOU was not without its challenges.

Consolidating different
working practices
Different working styles between the partners in this initiative
were one of the first hurdles to overcome. But this was facilitated
by the presence of an intermediate party serving as mediator,
who helped all actors understand each other’s interests and
facilitated discussions. For the NGOs the potential reputational
risks of being associated with an extractive company were
also addressed through face-to-face discussions. This gave a
chance for Rio Tinto to present case studies of the positive work

Rio Tinto’s corporate policy, institutional and budgetary
commitments and changes as well as the decision to work
together with NGOs enabled conservationists to counter
the vultures’ “crisis”. However these efforts must be
maintained and emulated elsewhere.
While diclofenac was outlawed nationally in India in 2006,
this case shows enforcement is still urgently needed at the
local level in other regions of the country. The Government is
currently providing alternatives for diclofenac by encouraging
the use of a similar drug for the same costs, which is a positive
sign of commitment, but other actions should complement
these efforts for an effective result. This project is distinctive by
the close involvement of Rio Tinto’s team in delivering goals and
there are good indications that account for a significant positive
impact of this corporate - NGOs collaborative effort.
More information at:
www.birdlife.org/worldwide/partnership/business-partnerships
The project team acknowledges Samir Whitaker, Rio Tinto-BirdLife
Programme Manager, for providing information on the case study,
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volunteer at BirdLife International.

