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Turkey Vultures Are Good Neighbors
The Cherokee Nation called the Turkey Vulture the “peace eagle”, because it looks like an eagle from a distance, but does not kill. Their scientific name, cathartes aura, means “pacifier” or “cleanser”.

And that’s what they do, cleanse the environment of carrion. Their bodies are adapted specifically to this task. Their bald, red heads prevent meat from getting stuck in feathers when the vulture puts its head inside a dead animal, and their digestive tract can neutralize toxins in old meat. They also pee on their legs. The wetness cools them off during the summer, but most importantly the strong acids in the urine kill any bacteria that are on the legs from the vulture standing in its dinner.
Disgusting as that sounds, the birds are very clean. They bathe, and spend up to three hours a day preening. They bask in the sun to bake off bits of dead animal still clinging to their heads and body. They may stand with their wings spread. This is their “horaltic pose”, which serves the purpose of drying their wings, warming their bodies, and baking off bacteria.
North America has three vultures – the California Condor, Turkey Vulture, and Black Vulture. Central and South America claim four other vultures. American vultures (New World vultures) are different down to the DNA level from Old World vultures, those from Europe, Asia, and Africa. 
New World vultures are related to storks, gulls, pelicans, and loons. Old World vultures are related to raptors, with strong feet and beaks used to grasp prey.  New World vultures have chicken-like feet best used for holding their food in place.
Both the Turkey vulture and the Black vulture live in Texas. Both migrate south for winter, although a few stay year-round.
Turkey vultures have the red head with dark brown feathers. The undersides of their wings look silver or white. Their wing spans can reach up to six feet. Black vultures are heavier with a short tail and five foot wingspan. Their heads are gray, with a white patch on the undersides of their wings.
Turkey vultures have an affectionate manner, and do not attack live animals. The Black vulture is aggressive and will kill small birds, mammals, and young livestock. 
Turkey Vultures and Black Vultures roost together. When Turkey vultures find dead carcasses, Black vultures follow and push them out of the way to get to the food first.

Vultures use their excellent eyesight and sense of smell to find food. They are the only birds in North America that can smell. Interestingly, 50% of the Turkey Vulture’s diet is vegetation, including crops.
Turkey Vultures can glide for six hours before having to flap their wings. They can dive up to 60 miles per hour. Vultures circle to gain altitude, look for food, and to play. American vultures do not circle dying animals.
Vultures lack a syrinx (vocal organ of a bird) so they can only hiss or grunt. They hiss when threatened, and grunt during courtship. Young vultures will grunt when they are hungry. 

Vultures mate for life. They raise one brood a year, up to three babies. Vultures don’t build nests, but use caves, hollow trees, or abandoned buildings. The eggs hatch in about five weeks, and both parents take care of the young. The babies are born with white down and dark grey faces. They fledge in 70 to 80 days.

Although Turkey Vultures have few natural predators, they do have a defense mechanism. When threatened, they vomit a lump of semi-digested meat. They may actually roll over and play dead.
Vultures are protected by the Migratory Bird Act.
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