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The Waldrapp, now known as the Bald Ibis, i s the 
rarest breeding bird in the western Palearctic. 
It i s , debateably, a lso the ugliest 

In the 16th century, the Zurich ornithologist Konrad Gesner reported a 
strange bird nesting in the rocky walls of the Danube valley at Kelheim 

and Passau: he named it ' the Waldrapp Corvus sylvaticus' (Gesner 1555). 
I t was also recorded breeding at Graz, on the castle rocks at Salzburg, and 
elsewhere (Schenker 1977). I t probably became extinct as a European 
breeding bird in the 17th century, for reasons largely unknown, though 
both climatic change and human persecution were perhaps involved 
(Bauer & Glutz 1966; Schenker 1977). There were even doubts that it 
had ever existed. Then, in 1824, two 'crested ibises' were collected on the 
coast of the Red Sea, and, much later, a breeding colony was discovered 
at Birecik in southeastern Turkey (Danford 1880), but it was almost the 
end of the century before it was shown that these ibises were identical 
with Gesner's Waldrapp (Rothschild et al. 1897). Now known as the Bald 
Ibis Geronticus eremita, the species formerly bred in Algeria and Syria (and 

Launching this feature in January 1946, B. W. Tucker wrote, 'The series now introduced 
will aim at providing first-rate camera studies of many of the rarer birds on the 
British List or of species which . . . are seldom photographed.' In 1954, the title was chang
ed from 'Studies of some species rarely photographed' to 'Photographic studies of some less 
familiar birds'; we now change it again, so that Kestrel Falco tinnunculus and Dunnock 
Prunella modularis are as eligible for inclusion as are Lanner F. biarmkus and Black-throated 
Accentor P. atrogularis. EDS 
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156. Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita on old ledge above Birecik, Turkey , summer 1971 
{IJ do Hirsch) 

157. Site of eolony of Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, Morocco, spr ing/summer 1975 
(Udo Hirsch) 
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158. Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, Morocco, spring/summer 1975 (Udo Hirsch) 
perhaps Egypt), but now is confined to Morocco and the single Turkish 
colony. It shares with the Great Auk Alca impennis the melancholy distinc
tion of being one of the only two species to disappear from Europe in 
historic times; now it faces complete extinction. The Biregik colony held 
about 1,000 birds during 1911-53 and 600-800 pairs in 1954, then fell 
rapidly after i960 to about 65 pairs in 1965, and 23 pairs in 1973 (Weigold 
1912-13; Kumerloeve 1956, 1969; Hirsch 1976, 1978). The reasons for 
this marked decline are unknown, but pesticides used against malaria 
and locusts are strongly suspected (over 600 Bald Ibises were found dead 
in 1959-60), while the nests, in a heavily populated part of Birecik, 
suffered increasing disturbance (Parslow 1973; Hirsch 1976). In 1972, I 
was engaged by the World Wildlife Fund to prepare conservation pro
posals for the Birecjik colony and I studied the birds throughout the 1973 
breeding season; in 1975, I visited the main colonies in Morocco, which 
also appear to be in decline, with about 250 breeding pairs in 1975 (Hirsch 
1975, 1976; Cramp & Simmons 1977), and reports of more losses since. 

Every year, the first Waldrapps arrive in Birecik between 11 th and 
15th February. They fly across the town and briefly circle over the 
breeding-rock. From day to day, the number of Waldrapps circling over 
the colony increases and some perch on the breeding-ledge for a short 
time. At first, they are very shy and disappear at the slightest noise from 
the people living below the rock. Usually, all will have returned by mid 
March. Early in the mornings, they come up the Euphrates from the 
south, where they have spent the night on a rock near the Syrian border, 
and then fly over the breeding-site for some time. Later on, they fly to the 
feeding grounds north of Birecik, where they seek food on untitled fields 
up to 70 km from the breeding colony. Late in the afternoon, they re
appear in Biregik and, after some circling over the breeding-site, return to 
their roost in Syria. When nesting starts, they roost on the ledges at the 
colony, mainly on or beside occupied nests. 

In Morocco, there are colonies on the Atlantic coast, at the southern 
slope of the Atlas, in the middle and the high regions of the Atlas and 
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159. Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, left hand bird about 12 years old, right hand pair about 
20 years old (shown by pattern on heads), Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 

also in the plains north of the Atlas. Coming from the southwest, the 
Waldrapps appear at their colonies on the coast and at the slopes of the 
southern Atlas in about mid February. Those moving to the north and 
the northeast do not reach the colonies north of the Atlas before March. 

The first Waldrapps to spend the night at the breeding-place are 

160. Mild territorial threat by Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, note raised mantle feathers, 
Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 
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161. Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 

probably males. In the following days, they occupy distinct places on the 
breeding-ledge, defending them against their neighbours. Certain spots on 
the breeding-ledge are obviously preferred and these are almost exclusively 
occupied by the oldest birds. The age of the ibises can be estimated by 
the size of the red crest strip on the head (Hirsch 1976). As observations 
in Morocco prove, the Waldrapps prefer breeding-places which receive 
sunshine for not more than 4 ! hours a day. 

At first, there may be fierce fighting for territories. They threaten with 
head retracted, bill lifted and gaping, and feathers—especially those on 
the mantle—erected. They may beat with wings and beaks, peck with 
open bills, and pull each other back and forth. Those on the breeding-
ledge become particularly excited if, in the mornings, the other part of the 
population—probably the females—circles over the breeding-place. 

162. Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 
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Unmated males point their bills up, then utter a gutteral 'hoop, hoop' 
call, lowering head with bill touching breast on first syllable and raising it 
sharply for the second. The intensity increases when another ibis comes 
near; the male crouches, and, with waving crest, makes a rumbling 
sound, sways and passes his bill under his flanks, as if inserting nest-

163, Several Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, one pa i r ma t ing , Turkey , summer 1973 
[Udo Hirsch) 

164. Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita nest-building, Turkey , summer 1973 {Udo Hirsch) 
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material beneath his body. The second bird, if a female, watches in
actively; but, when the male approaches, lowers her head; the male 
renews his intense 'hoop, hoop' call, then preens the back, neck and head 
feathers of the female; at first, the females show little activity and are 
rather shy, often flying off and landing somewhere else in the colony. 
Finally, the pair engages in mutual billing. Pair formation may take up 
to a week. When paired, the bird on the ledge utters a ' jum' call as its 
partner flies in; when it has landed, they face each other and perform 
mutual bowing-display. Mutual allopreening is also common at the 
nest-site. 

165. Bald Ibises Gerontiais eremita, Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 
166. Adult Bald Ibis Geronticus eremita brooding small chick, Turkey, summer 1973 

(Udo Hirsch) 
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167. Bald Ibis Geronticus eremita adjusting nest material, composed largely of human 
rubbish, Turkey, summer 1973 (Vdo Hirsch) 

In the middle of March, the Waldrapps begin to nest. One part of the 
colony will fly off to look for nest material while the others—probably the 
females—stay at the breeding-place. Almost anything is used as nest 
material: plastic, cords, rags and small twigs. The ibis at the breeding-
place seems to recognise its mate by sight. I t calls and ruffles up its neck 
and back plumage long before the returning bird has landed. This 
becomes evident when a single bird approaches the colony: on the breed
ing-ledge, only its mate calls, the others showing not the slightest interest. 
With its head stuck out, the ibis lands with the nesting material. Its mate 
settles down, if it is not already sitting on the existing material, and the 
arriving bird then passes the nesting material over its mate's back. To
gether, the two ibises pile the nesting material u p around the sitting bird. 
When bringing nest material, before copulation and before the change
over, the arriving bird gentlv rubs its mate's back and far side as well. I 
am inclined to interpret this as an adjustment to the usually cramped 
situation on the breeding-ledge: with the neighbours sitting on either side 
of the couple at a distance of only some 60-80 cm, and the ledge itself 
normally no wider, the room beside the occupied nest is not sufficient to 
allow an ibis to stand easily. Nest-building lasts about a week. At the end 
of March, the first egg is laid, usually in the morning between 04.00 and 
09.00. The second egg is laid the next day, and on the fourth or fifth 
day the third, and frequently even a fourth egg. The clutch varies from 
three to four eggs. Among Waldrapps breeding on open ledges, I found 
two or, more usually, three eggs. Among those breeding in holes, however, 
by far the largest number of clutches consisted of four eggs (Rencurel 
1974). In 1973, in Birecik, the eggs were incubated for 28 days. At about 
23.00 hours and between 03.00 and 04.00, the ibises regularly alternated 
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168. Bald Ibis Geronticus eremita, Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 

in incubating; they did so, too, at u . o o , at 15.00 and between 17.00 and 
18.00. 

At night, most non-incubating Waldrapps sleep on ledges above the 
breeding-places, or sideways on unoccupied parts of the ledge. Early in 
the mornings, some of the Waldrapps fly to the feeding-grounds and do 
not return until the next change-over. The ibises then change places, 
the newcomer almost pushing the sitting bird from the nest. From shortly 
before hatching to a couple of days afterwards, dabs with the beak are 
frequent at the change-over. 

About two hours pass between the first chipping of the egg and the 
hatching of the chick. Several times, I watched the parents help: the 
adult bird would break off small pieces of the egg-shell and pull at the 
chick, which then started moving strongly; the remains of the shell 
were at once thrown out of the nest. Only 15 to 20 minutes after hatching, 
the chick was fed for the first time. The parent lowered its head and beak 
to the side and clasped the chick's beak. Propped between the two halves 
of the beak, the chick sat up until it reached the parent 's gullet. In the 
first few days, the food consisted of a shiny, silver slime. From about the 
tenth day onwards I could see solid substances in the food. The chicks 
beg with trilling calls and vehement nods of their heads. Particularly 
after a change-over, which is often followed by a feeding of all the chicks, 
begging can be heard from far off. The hungriest chick, usually the oldest, 
stops begging and starts violently pecking the heads of the other begging 
chicks until they hide their beaks and heads under their breasts and 
bellies. Only then, this chick begins begging and is fed. Now, the next 
chick get up, begs, and likewise thrashes the others until it is being fed. 
If four chicks are in the nest, the smallest will be the last to get food and, 
therefore, is likely to get the least. The differences in size among the chicks 
become more visible from day to day. At Birecik, only one youngest 
chick in broods of three fledged in 1973, while all other last-hatched ones 
died (but insecticides, disturbance by human beings and atmospheric 
influences could also have been the causes of death) . 
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169, Bald I bis Geronlkus eremita feeding chick (stretching inside parent ' s bilPi, Tu rkey . 
summer 1973 (L'do Hirsch) 

When about a fortnight old, the first black feathers show through the 
chicks' down. Now, they are kept waiting more frequently and for 
longer. Their parents fly to the feeding-grounds together. In June , the 
adults at Bircgik are absent all day and return to the colony only in the 
evenings. Having been pretty fat, the young birds now slim a bit and, 
while the adults are absent, practise flying. After 43 to 47 days, they 
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170. Feeding group of Bald Ibises Geronticus eremita, Turkey, summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 
fledge. A few days later—in 1973 in Birecik, on 18th June—the young 
leave the breeding-ledge for the first time and, together with their parents, 
fly to the feeding-grounds. In 1973, all the Waldrapps had left Birecik 
by 28th June . 

Semi-arid grounds with little vegetation are preferred for feeding. 
Rarely will the Waldrapps seek food on pastures or tilled fields with 
plants growing higher than 25-30 cm. The main food of the Birecik 
Waldrapps consists of the larvae of beetles and other insects. With its 
beak, the ibis pecks under small stones and in sandy ground. The prey 
is usually transferred into the gullet by a quick lift of the beak. In the 
gizzard of a 14-day-old chick, there were not only ground-beetles (Cara-
bidae) and mole crickets (Gryllotalpidae) but also ants (Formicidae) 
(Parslow 1973). The Waldrapps ingest small stones as a help for digestion. 
Basically, the same food biotopes are sought in Morocco. Hardly ever did 
I see Waldrapps drink. Most of their need for fluids appears to be satisfied 
by the liquid content of their food. Two colonies in Morocco are quite a 
way from fresh water. A favourite food of the Waldrapps of these colonies 
is small snails, which, during the day, hang down from shrubs. The 
Waldrapps pick them and swallow them whole. The amount of liquid in 
these snails is quite high. 

The wintering areas of the Turkish population are supposed to be on 
the Red Sea coast and in northeast Ethiopia, where Waldrapps are 
observed particularly in December, January and February. A summary 
of Waldrapp records in Ethiopia was given by Smith (1955, 1970). Some 
of these observations were at times when Waldrapps normally turn up in 
Birecik, 2,600 km away, and others were in April and May, within the 
breeding-season. I t is, therefore, not impossible that, as well as the Birecik 
colony, there are others, as yet undiscovered, in the Red Sea region. 
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171. A d u l t Bald Ibis Geronticus eremita wi th 30-day-old chick on artificial wooden ledge, 
Birecik, Turkey , summer 1973 (Udo Hirsch) 

In the wild, Waldrapps appear not to breed until their fifth year, 
although they are already fully developed at the age of three. In none of 
the colonies that I visited did I find breeding Waldrapps younger than 
six years old. The maximum age of the Waldrapp is reputed to be about 
25 years, but there is no firm information. The Moroccan Waldrapps 
winter in the south and southwest of Morocco, although singles have been 
seen on the Mauri tanian coast of the Atlantic. In several places in 
Morocco, groups of up to 120 can be found daily in winter. 

In 1977, 13 pairs nested in Birecik, and 17 young fledged. Not only the 
Birecik breeding birds, but also some of those in heavily disturbed 
Moroccan colonies are too old. Regrettably, a collapse of the Birecik 
colony must be expected. In Morocco, where in 1975 I counted 198 
breeding pairs in 13 colonies, the population dropped to u g pairs in 
1977. While the decline of the Birecik population is due mainly to insecti
cides and human disturbance at the breeding-places, the population in 
Morocco is jeopardised by a combination of tourism, alteration of 
biotopes, egg-stealing and killing of young. 

In Biregik, to rejuvenate and enlarge the wild population, attempts 
are now being made to raise young Waldrapps in large cages. Though 
urgently needed, protective measures have not yet been taken in Morocco. 
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