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Introduction

Mortality is one of the most important aspects underlying population
dynamics (Rickleffs 2000), and understanding mortality often hinges on
finding carcasses and using necropsies to diagnose the cause of death.
When carcasses go unnoticed or unreported, counts and causes of
mortality may be underestimated or skewed. Scavenging by terrestrial
vertebrates has been implicated as a major reason carcasses disappear
in exurban environments (Devault et al. 2004, Kostecke et al. 2001).
Because causes of mortality often differ markedly in different
environments (DeVault et al. 2003), we wondered if the composition and
efficacy of the scavenging community might also differ. As part of a

Results

Of our 23 experimental carcasses, 26% disappeared within 1 day, 35% disappeared
within 3.5 days, 39% were gone in 1 week, and 43% were gone in 2 weeks (Figure 1,
Table 1). An additional 22% of carcasses were reported by residents within 1 day, and
30% were reported within 3.5 days. No reported carcasses showed evidence of
having been scavenged by wildlife prior to being collected, and only one carcass was
definitively removed by wildlife. The remains of this carcass were found scattered 7-
15 m away. Three carcasses were found >7.6 m from the base of the pole where |
had left them, and were classed as “removed.” Each of these was removed by
humans: one was buried, with a makeshift cross placed above the grave, one was
placed in a trash can, and one was apparently thrown over a fence and adjacent
hedge into a vacant lot. Overall, 43% of carcasses were encountered by residents

Discussion and Conclusions

Exurban studies of terrestrial scavenging demonstrate non-human
terrestrial vertebrates to be the primary scavengers, with about 75% of
carcasses disappearing in 22 studies (DeVault 2003, Devault et al.
2004). The proportion of carcasses scavenged is similar here, but we
found that humans were the primary species to encounter and remove
carcasses in our urban study area. If we assume that the carcasses
reported by residents would have been disposed of by those residents if
they had not known to call us, we find that 74% of carcasses would have
disappeared within 3.5 days. Human residents expressed surprise at our
interest in carcasses, and many relayed that they had previously

larger study investigating the electrocution of urban Harris's hawks
(Parabuteo unicinctus) on overhead power distribution systems, this
study was conducted to evaluate the persistence of carcasses of birds of
prey (raptors) in an urban landscape, and to evaluate how carcasses

disappeared.

and either removed or reported prior to being consumed by scavengers, while only 4%
of carcasses were encountered by scavengers and consumed prior to being removed
by humans. Another 26% of carcasses were never reported, removed, or consumed,
and the mechanism of removal of the remaining 27% could not be determined.

encountered raptor carcasses and had disposed of them as garbage.
Because we notified residents of our study, the rate of reporting
described herein is expected to be high, reflecting a best-case scenario
of public input. We suggest that researchers of urban wildlife design
their projects to avail themselves of the public’s willingness to contribute

to conservation studies.
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We delivered letters to all properties within 300 meters of Harris’s hawk
nests in our study area to inform residents that there was a Harris's
hawk nest in the area, and to request that we be contacted in the event
that a dead or injured raptor was discovered. Eight weeks after the
young from a given nest had fledged, we placed the carcass of a raptor
at the base of the nearest “safe” power pole to the nest. Raptor
carcasses were donated by wildlife rehabilitators only after efforts to

Figure 1. Proportion of carcasses removed

Table 1. Summary of experimentally placed carcass data collected in Tucson, Arizona,
USA, from September 2, 2003 through August 16, 2004 (distance reported in meters).
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this distance (e.g. Harness 1999). We searched a radius of 25 m from
the base of the pole for missing carcasses to try to determine what may
have removed them.

Figure 2. A great horned owl carcass experimentally placed near a
Harris’s hawk nest to evaluate the response of human residents.



