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Although birds and mammals obtain sodium from their 
natural foods, many also ingest salt directly. For some 
animals, supplemental salt may be necessary and its avail- 
ability can affect the distribution and physiology of these 
species (Dalke et al. 1965, Weeks and Kirkpatrick 1976, 
Belovsky and Jordan 198 1). Although a need for supple- 
mental salt has not been demonstrated in birds, salt-eating 
has been reported in woodpeckers (Melanerpes lewis, Pi- 
coidespubescens), jays (Cyanocitta sp.), Black-billed Mag- 
pies (Pica pica), White-breasted Nuthatches (Sit& caro- 
linensis), Rock Wrens (Salpinctes obsoletus), crows (Corvus 
sp.), House Sparrows (Passer domesticus), finches (Car- 
duelis pinus, C. tristis, C. psaltria, C. lawrencei, Carpod- 
acuspurpureus, C. mexicanus, C. cassinii, Coccothraustes 
vespertinus, Loxia curvirostra), Gambel’s Quail (Callipe- 
pla gambeliz), Savannah Sparrows (Passerculus sandwich- 
ensis), pigeons (Columba livia, C. fusciutu), and Mourning 
Doves (Zenaidu macroura; Reeks 1920, Mousley 1921, 
Pierce 1921, McCabe 1927, Gorsuch 1934, Aldrich 1939, 
Marshall 1940, Peterson 1942, Calhoun 1945, Mousley 
1946, Packard 1946, Neff 1947, Bleitz 1958, Duncan 1962, 
Cade 1964, and Dawson et al. 1965). We are unaware. 
however, of any reports of salt-eating by falconiforms. 

From 14 November to 23 December 1983, while study- 
ing habitat use by vultures, we saw Turkey Vultures (Cu- 
thartes eura; 22 birds on six occasions) and Black Vultures 
(Coragyps stratus; nine birds on four occasions) eating 
from a salt block in a pasture 4 km south of Gettysburg, 
Pennsylvania. The salt was 400 m from a stand of trees 
used by 400-600 roosting vultures. We have previously 
observed vultures eating cattle feces, and because the salt 
was surrounded by sheep droppings, we tested whether 
the birds had been attracted td the-droppings by moving 
the block 100 m to a location free of feces. Within a dav. 
we saw the vultures eating salt at this new location. Turk& 
Vultures obtained salt either by scraping their upper man- 
dibles across the block or by nipping at the block, while 
Black Vultures only nipped at the block. The scraping 
movements differed from wiping the bill after feeding in 
that the bill was drawn in a straight line for approximately 
8 cm, as opposed to the back-and-forth movement char- 
acteristic of bill-wiping. Only one bird fed at a time, with 
older birds displacing younger; we have observed this be- 
havior and the nipping movement in birds feeding on 
carrion. 

Cade (1964) suggested that cardueline finches, which 
have 0.001-0.03% sodium in their diets (Altmann and 
Dittmer 1968), may eat salt because they cave a sodium 
deficiency. Domestic Chickens (Gallus gallus, var. do- 
mestic@ and Japanese Quail (Coturnix japonicu) require 
0.09-O. 15% dietary sodium to maintain maximum growth 
and egg production (Skadhauge 1981). Wild birds, how- 
ever, rarely show symptoms of sodium deficiency when 
kept on a low salt diet (Cade 1964, Dawson et al. 1965). 

From data on radio-tagged vultures, we know that the 
wintering birds consumed carrion of white-tailed deer 
(Odocoileus virginianus), domestic pig (Sus scrofa), and 
cow (Bos taurus) during the period we observed salt-eat- 
ing. The raw muscles and organs of these animals contain 
more sodium (0.04-0.30%) than do seeds (Altmann and 
Dittmer 1968, McCullough and Ullrey 1983). Since this 
level is similar to that required by laying chickens and 
growing Japanese Quail, it seems sufficient for mainte- 
nance of non-laying, adult vultures. The sodium require- 
ments of birds need to be studied further in order to un- 
derstand the reasons for salt-eating. 
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