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irds of prey (from the Latin rapere, “to
seize” or “to take by force”) make up a functional
group of species categorized according to their
predation strategy, specifically, that they hunt and
feed on other animals (Raimilla and Rau 2017,
McClure et al. 2019). This group includes hun-

ting birds such as eagles, hawks, falcons and owls,
and obligate scavengers such as condors and vul-
tures. The diversity of this group is high in the
tropics and Venezuela is among the richest coun-
tries with a total of 68 species of diurnal raptors

(Naveda-Rodriguez et al. 2016, Miranda et al.

Figura I: Study location where the collection of stories, beliefs and traditions related to birds of prey was car-
ried out in the Chama River Valley, Andes of Mérida, Venezuela.
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Table 1. Occupations or trades of the people inter-
viewed in 13 localities in the Chama River Valley, Me-
rida, Venezuela. Values in percentage (%).

Occupations %

Farmer 38
Firefighter 2
Businessman 16
Student 3
Park ranger

Home Office 7
Laborer 11

No response 22

2023), making it one of the most important na-
tions for the study and conservation of these spe-
cies. Additionally, some species of raptors are un-
der some category of threat (Naveda-Rodriguez
2015). This richness is also reflected in Venezue-
lan culture through stories, beliefs, and traditions

where references are made to birds of prey (Verea

et al. 2018).

Biocultural memory is part of traditional wis-
dom. It represents the ability to use memories to
understand the present, and provides elements
for planning for the future, and tracking similar

events that occurred in the past (Ntafez-Garcia et

al. 2012).

The transmission of this knowledge is carried out
through oral language, therefore, memory is the
most important intellectual resource among in-
digenous or traditional cultures (Toledo 2005).
For these cultures, nature has a sacred quality that
is almost absent in Western thought, and at the
center of this deep link is the perception that all
living and non-living things, and the social and
natural worlds, are intrinsically linked (Berkes
1999, Toledo and Barrera-Bassols 2008). Specifi-
cally, in the Andes of Mérida, there are various
historical and cultural aspects that link communi-

ties with birds of prey, such as the indigenous tale

Figure 2. People interviewed for this study from (/eft) Lagunillas, and (7ight) La Mucuy. Photos © Luis A. Saa-

vedra.
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Figure 3. Zamuro (vulture) stones. It is believed that
the stones found in Black Vulture (Coragyps atratus)
nests bring fortune and good luck to the person who
owns them. Lagunillas, Mérida, Venezuela Photos ©
Luis A. Saavedra.

of the "five white eagles" that narrates the origin
of the Sierra Nevada of Mérida (Febres Cordero
1994, Rodriguez 2017 ).

The purpose of our research is to rescue the bio-
cultural memory of the inhabitants of the Andes
of Mérida and use it as a tool for generating con-
nections and a sense of identity, to help promote
the conservation of all birds of prey in the Andes

of Venezuela.

Study Area

We carried out these activities in rural communi-
ties in the Chama River Valley, Andes de Mérida,
western Venezuela (Fig. 1). The Chama River is
200 km long. Its source is located at about 4,000
m in altitude in the Sierra de La Culata, and flows
southwest to Lake Maracaibo (Le6n 1999). Along
its course, it forms an extensive valley of the same

name where numerous Andean towns are located

Vultures | Hawks Table 2. Knowledge and perception
of birds of prey as told by interview-
.. . ees in 13 locations in the Chama Ri-
Knowledge Characteristics/identification | 65 26 ver Valley. Merida, Venezuela. Values
Behavior 55 5 in percentage (%).
Ecology 27 7
Migration 70 3
Do not know/no answer 5 74
Human Per- Positive 45 5
ception Negative 1 4
Do not know/no answer 54 91
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Figure 4 (left). Sketching maps of Lumonty community. Points where birds of prey had been observed were
identified, as well as places that posed threats to birds, such as cleared forests and garbage dumps. Photos ©

Luis A. Saavedra

Figure 5 (right). Field trip to visit places identified in the sketch (map) along with interviews with the elderly
people of the Lumonty and Pie del Tiro communities. Photos © Luis A. Saavedra

(Gémez 2009). Additionally, it is an important
point as a migratory passage for Nearctic birds of

prey (Saavedra and Escalona-Cruz 2021).

Methods

We began by compiling stories, experiences, be-
liefs, and traditions of the inhabitants of the com-
munities of the Chama River Valley, in the Andes
Table 3. Human-wildlife conflicts related to hawks ac-

cording to the percentage of respondents in 13 loca-
tions in the Andes of Mérida, Venezuela.

Predation Yes 27
No 3
Do not know/no answer |70

Hunting Yes 7
No 16
Do not know/no answer |77
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of Mérida. Later, these were used as an education-
al strategy to promote sensitivity in new genera-
tions and encourage the conservation of birds of

prey in the Andes of Venezuela.

Stories, Experiences, Beliefs, and Traditions

We conducted 74 semi-structured interviews
with inhabitants of 13 rural communities in the
Chama River Valley, between July and Septem-
ber 2022. The interviews were aimed mainly at
people over 50 years of age, and were recorded for

subsequent systematization and analysis (Fig. 2).

The interview questions were divided into two

main categories: socioeconomic information

and biocultural knowledge. Socioeconomic in-
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formation consisted of age, gender, occupation
or trade, and level of education. For biocultural
knowledge, questions were asked about identifi-
cation, behavior, ecology, migration, perception,
and possible conflicts with birds of prey, specifi-
cally vultures and hawks; as well as beliefs, stories

and traditions related to them.

Rescue of Biocultural Memory

To help rescue biocultural memory, we carried
out an educational activity with the children and
adolescents from Lumonty, a community located
on the left bank of the Albarregas River, which
runs through the city of Mérida, Venezuela. The
activity was divided into three phases: 1) talks and
educational games, 2) creation of a sketch (map)
of the community and its surroundings, and 3)

preparation of audiovisual materials.

Our first step was to set up meetings with com-
munity members and representatives to present
the project to them, and to request their per-
mission and approval to carry out this project.
Subsequently, we worked with the the commu-
nity's youth, holding informative talks about lo-
cal knowledge of birds of prey. We also hosted
games that involved the behavior of these raptors
and their ecology, which helped introduce these

young people to the world of raptors.

Next, we worked on creating a map of the com-
munity and its surroundings. This helped the

children and adolescents recognize their commu-
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nal environment in order to identify friendly ar-
eas for the birds of prey observed, as well as sites
that represented threats. This activity culminated
in a brief exploration of the surroundings, where
participants were able to observe birds and the
components of the local habitats. We provided
participants with binoculars and field guides so
that they became familiar with the equipment

and learned about bird identification.

The last phase of the educational activity consis-
ted of the preparation of an audiovisual based on
interviews with local elderly people. The purpose
of this component was to involve children and
adolescents in participatory science, where each
of them would assume the role of a young sci-
entist. Accompanied by the researchers and some
community representatives, the young people
took a field trip to a nearby hill called Pie del Tiro,
and visited the sites recorded on the map where
they observed birds of prey and other common
bird species found in the area. During this same
field trip, participants met with and interviewed
some of the local elders. They recorded the inter-
views with cell phones. This activity gave these
young people a chance to be the protagonists of
the ideas and questions, which reinforced their
learning. The interviewees talked about the bird
species present in Lumonty, as well as anecdotes
and stories about birds of prey. The researchers
only participated as advisors. We created an au-

diovisual that documented the lived experiences
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of the young people interacting with the elders, as
well as of local habitats and the biodiversity. For
the premiere of the audiovisual, everyone in the
community was invited to attend: young people
and students, parents and representatives, neigh-

bors, and the general public.

Results

During the interviews, we documented nine dif-
ferent occupations or trades held by the inhabit-
ants of these communities (Table 1), with farm-
ers being the most common (38%), followed
by merchants (16%), and laborers (11%). The
towns are located in rural areas where agriculture
and livestock are the main economic sources. Al-
though 57% of those interviewed did not pro-
vide information about their educational level,
of those who did, 24% completed only primary
school, 18% completed secondary school, and

1% completed university.

Only 51 of the 74 interviewees provided their age.
A median age of 57 years was estimated, while the
maximum age was 83 years and the minimum age
was 24 years. Regarding gender, 93% of those in-
terviewed were men, and only 7% were women.
It is important to note that some women did not
respond to the interviews and, instead, contacted

their husbands for them to respond.

The interviewees were able to distinguish the
vultures (vultures of the order Cathartiformes)
and to a lesser extent the hawks (Table 2). They

demonstrated knowledge of raptor migration,
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either from their own observations or from sto-
ries shared by their ancestors. Furthermore, they
demonstrated a positive perception of vultures
(Table 2) and recognize their function as nature's
cleaners. They were able to identify the dates in
which the migratory season begins and ends and
describe ecological aspects and behaviors. For ex-
ample, they mentioned that migratory vultures
such as the Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura merid-
ionalis), unlike Black Vultures (Coragyps atratus),
do not feed when they are passing through, and
they have observed a large number of the former
flying in rows and in circles. In addition, they in-
dicated that these vultures rest in trees at nightfall
and continue their journey the next day. All these
accounts describe the migration of these birds of

prey and coincide with scientific explanations of

this phenomenon (Kirk and Mossman 2020).

Furthermore, when evaluating the existence of
conflicts between humans and wildlife, it was evi-
dent that only hawks were included (Table 3). No
interviewee mentioned that vultures or condors
were involved in human-wildlife conflicts. Hawks
were mentioned as predators of domestic animals
by 4% of those interviewed in areas where hunt-
ing occurred as a control measure; however, the
majority of those interviewed indicated that they
had not hunted birds of prey as a control measure
or in retaliation (Table 3). Additionally, 73% of
those interviewed mentioned stories and beliefs
related to raptors and their migrations including

their links with religious or climatic beliefs, good
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and bad luck, or simply a way of explaining some
natural phenomena (Fig. 3). At the same time,
the children and adolescents of Lumonty, as a re-
sult of a process of exploration and observation,
were able to recognize some birds of prey and dif-
ferentiate them from other birds. They were also
able to identify gardens, wooded areas, and un-
occupied plots as friendly areas for these birds.
In contrast, garbage dumps, and deforested and

logged areas were identified as risk areas (Figs. 4

and 5).

Discussion

Raptor-related biocultural memories of those li-
ving in the Andes of Mérida were not only varied,
but also somewhat contradictory. A large num-
ber of locals do not seem to have any positive or
negative perceptions about vultures and hawks,
particularly the latter (Table 2). However, a sig-
nificant number of people, in general, can iden-
tify vultures and hawks by their characteristics.
While they are unaware of some of the ecologi-
cal functions of birds of prey in nature, they are
aware of the role of vultures as an integral part of

their cultural identity.

In a bibliographic review carried out to docu-
ment human perceptions about birds of prey in
the southern-austral zone of Chile, 67 mentions
of perceptions towards birds of prey were found,
where nearly 50% consider these birds as harm-
ful, followed by other evaluations and, to a lesser

extent, as neutral and beneficial (Raimilla and
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Rau 2017). For example, the Chimango Caracara
(Milvago chimango) was classified as harmful for
being a bird of “bad omen” and acting as a mes-
senger for witches or shamans. It was also recog-
nized in the “other evaluations” category as poetic
inspiration and it is mentioned in historical ac-

counts associated with its high abundance.

Likewise, the Andean Condor (Vultur gryphus)
was highlighted in the same category “other eval-
uations” for its majesty and for being considered
a biocultural species. It is noteworthy that species
were included with several mentions in both the
“harmful” and “beneficial” categories; this was
the case of the Red-backed Hawk (Geranoaetus
polyosoma), the Rufous-legged Owl (Strix rufipes)
and the Barn Owl (7jto alba) (Raimilla and Rau
2017).

Another study described the biocultural elements
of five communities in Cartago, Costa Rica, using
the analysis of regional common names of birds,
associated beliefs and superstitions, through in-
terviews with former songbird hunters and elders
(Padilla-Mejia and Ramirez-Calvo 2019). The
study showed that nocturnal birds of prey were
mostly perceived as negative. It is worth remem-
bering that the nocturnal habits of some birds
can inspire stories about the unknown, which can
transform people's perceptions of these birds as
benign or evil, depending on the region and the

particularities of the location.
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Particularly, in the Andes of Mérida, interview-
ees speak of the “muda-pico zamuros" (beak-
shedding vulture)” or “todosanto zamuros" (all
saints vulture), to refer to vultures which migrate
every year between the months of October and
November. In particular, on 2 November, when
the Day of the Dead or the Day of the Faithful
Dead is celebrated, these vultures are often ob-
served passing by in the thousands over the valley
of the Chama River. Curiously, the inhabitants of
these communities associate vultures with the re-
turn of the spirits of their deceased. Furthermore,
those interviewed believe that "zamuros" travel
to a lagoon to shed their beaks, and each lagoon
has a stone on which they leave their beaks dur-
ing their migrations. They also comment that the
first and last vultures that are passing through are

swallowed by the lagoon.

These beliefs mirror, in a certain way, the beha-
vior of migratory birds of prey as they pass through
the Andes of Mérida. There are a large number
of high Andean lagoons along the Chama River
Valley. One explanation for the locals' observa-
tions may be due to the adverse and variable cli-
matic conditions that persist in the high Andes.
When these conditions (low temperatures, thick
fog, and constant rain) do not allow migratory
birds of prey to continue their journey, they can
be observed at ground level near the lagoons wait-
ing for better conditions before continuing their

migration (Saavedra pers. comm.). If the fog is
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thick at ground level, some birds of prey could
fall into the lagoons, die from hypothermia and
be observed floating on the banks of the lagoons,
which may explain the belief that the lagoons

swallow some of the migrant raptors.

This pilot study demonstrates that the popular
knowledge of the communities of the Andes in
Venezuela plays an important role in explaining
natural phenomena such as the migration of birds
of prey. Additionally, this biocultural knowledge
can be used as a tool when studying the interac-
tions between human societies and nature and,
even more important, as a linking instrument
that allows the conservation of species through

traditions rooted in communities.

For this reason, one of the most effective ways to
conserve natural elements such as landscapes, eco-
systems, and species is by creating a strong sense
of belonging to the cultural and religious beliefs
of adjacent communities, which encourages their
inhabitants to preserve these natural elements as
an intangible value to their societies. However, all
these biocultural memories currently live mainly
in the thoughts of older adults, a characteristic

that is evident in the Venezuelan Andes.

Therefore, it is essential to collect and transmit
these beliefs and traditions to new generations.
They can be used to motivate younger people to
appreciate birds of prey more and thus promote

their conservation. It is important to understand
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these biocultural conceptions about birds of prey,
to implement educational programs that are
aimed at increasing knowledge of these species
and reducing any negative aspects without enter-

ing into conflict with the communities.
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