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1 Act Naturally

WITH MARJORIE PRESTON 

When it comes to vul-
tures, one of the most en-
during images comes from 
Disney’s “Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs.” 

When the Evil Queen 
falls from a cliff, presum-
ably to her death, two vul-
tures—with malevolent 
smiles, and barely a rustle of 
their mighty wings—slowly 
circle down after her.

Vultures are uniquely 
unnerving, especially tur-
key vultures, which are 
plentiful in New Jersey. 
The big birds, rarely seen 
20 years ago, have become 
more visible for several 
reasons: more highways, 
more traffi c, and more of 

Who knew? Despite their reputation, these 
gentle birds are fun-loving and very clean. 

In praise of turkey vultures?
Yes, these scary-looking buzzards are benign, helpful to man

the vulture’s favorite food: road kill. 
I recently saw a pair of turkey vultures along 

Route 9 in Cape May County; it was lunchtime, 
and they were sharing a dead squirrel. After 
my initial reaction—a shudder—I decided to 
learn about these sinister-looking fl esh-eaters. 
What I learned really amazed me, and instilled 
a newfound appreciation for the birds.

With their featherless, red-skinned skulls, 
pronounced beaks and hunched stance, adult 
turkey vultures have none of the regal beauty 
of raptors: eagles, hawks and osprey. But 
they’re actually gentle, social, and even play-
ful creatures that help keep the environment 
disease-free.

“They’re nature’s garbage men,” says turkey 
vulture expert Diann MacRae, a biologist with 
the Washington Ornithological Society. “And 
they’re great to watch—they’re great fl iers. 
It’s nice to be able to tell people they’re not 
repulsive. Get to know them, and they’re re-
ally neat.” 

MacRae, who’s interacted fi rst-hand with 
turkey vultures in captivity, confi rms that they 
are rarely aggressive, and despite their diet, 
“smell good, and are very clean.” They stay 
that way in part because they’re bald (feathered 
heads would soak up bacteria from the carrion 
they consume).  

Contrary to popular opinion (and movie 
Westerns), turkey vultures do not circle their 
prey as it is dying. They’re attracted by a gas 
called mercaptan that’s emitted only after an 
animal has died (for the same reason, the birds 
have been used to detect breaks in gas lines). 
Only when they fi nd a dead animal do these 
communal animals get out the Grey Poupon. 
Then they call other birds to share in the bounty. 
They also welcome the company of black vul-
tures, which have stronger beaks and can better 

* With their great powers of � ight, turkey vultures have a much larger range than 
their cousin, the clumsy black vulture. They’re found in the 48 contiguous United 
States, and from southern Canada to South America. 
* A group of turkey vultures is called a “venue”; a � ock in the process of taking off 
is called a “kettle,” because it’s said to resemble a bubbling cauldron.
* Vultures were long classi� ed as related to hawks and eagles. Actually, they are 
more closely related to storks.
* Turkey vultures have a well developed sense of smell—a rarity among bird spe-
cies. They use it to detect dead or decaying animals, which are their primary food 
source. But they have no voice box, and hence no call.
* Lord love a duck (or a buzzard): The towns of Hinckley, Ohio and Kernville, Cali-
fornia have annual festivals celebrating their turkey vulture populations. 

The Turkey Vulture: A Natural Wonder

tear into the carcass.
It’s hard to believe, but turkey vultures actu-

ally soar as a form of play. According to the 
National Park Service, though they stand up to 
three feet tall, the birds weigh just 3 to 5 pounds. 
With a wing span up to six feet, that makes them 
marvelously buoyant. Turkey vultures love to 
soar at high altitudes, and can reach speeds of 
about 40 mph. According to the experts, groups 
of turkey vultures can spend hours playing aerial 
tag, or just lazily riding the current.

As you might guess, the birds also have some 
habits that seem pretty foul (no pun intended) to 
fastidious humans. For one thing, they urinate 
and defecate on their legs to cool them in hot 
weather, and also to “clean” them (you can’t 
make this stuff up). Apparently, the urine of 
the turkey vulture is so acidic, it actually kills 
germs the birds might pick up while dining. And 
turkey poop is a sanitizer!

But the all-time fun fact about turkey vultures 
is how they keep predators at bay. If threatened, 
the birds—whose weak talons provide poor 
defense—will either play possum, by rolling 
over and pretending to be dead, or use a par-
ticularly odiferous projectile vomit to ward off 
the enemy. And you’d better stand back, because 
turkey vultures can vomit up to six feet, with 
a regurgitated goo that reportedly rivals skunk 
stench in its staying power.

While none of this will make you want to get 
up close and personal with a turkey vulture (and 
it’s illegal to keep one as a pet), it’s a fascinating 
testament to nature’s ability to equip animals 
with all they need to survive, and thrive—even 
if that means a diet of dead animals, and a talent 
for targeted hurling. 

I was once repelled by turkey vultures. Now 
I see they’re not at the bottom of the pecking 
order. They just need better PR.

Photos by Bill Barlow

The gothic stereotype of vultures as birds of 
prey is not based on fact.

By JORDAN WOMPIERSKI
Staff Writer

EGG HARBOR TOWN-
SHIP – When Bergen County 
resident Ray Evangelista was 
planning a move to Egg Harbor 
Township, he wanted to make 
sure his new home would be 
energy effi cient. 

Evangelista owns 411 En-
ergy Services LLC, a company 
that specializes in energy au-
dits and insulation retrofi tting, 
so cutting back on energy costs 
and helping the environment 
with green technologies was 
important to him. When local 
homebuilders would not allow 
Evangelista to install his own 
insulation, he decided to go 
all-out and build New Jersey’s 
fi rst ever passive home.

“It’s a super-insulated build-
ing that uses one-tenth of the 
energy to heat and cool it as a 
traditional building,” Evange-
lista said of the planned Pine 
Avenue house.

The  two-s tory  4 ,400-
square-foot home will be just 
the 17th of its kind in the na-
tion. It will look and function 
just like a normal home, but 
can achieve an overall energy 
savings of 60 to 70 percent 
and a heating and cooling 
energy savings of 90 percent. 
Those numbers can increase 
to 100 percent once a small 
solar array is installed on the 
roof, Evangelista said. At that 
time, the house will achieve 
“net zero” status, meaning 
no energy will be used from 
the electric grid to power the 
home.

“It basically operates at 
a level of carbon neutrality, 
which means it doesn’t use 
energy at all because the solar 
generates more energy than 
you consume,” he said. 

The main aspect of a passive 
home is its airtight nature. The 
style is popular in Europe, 
but has yet to catch on in 
America, where citizens are 
less concerned about energy 
costs, Evangelista said. The 
passive house is so well sealed 

Zero energy bills is the goal 
for planned ‘passive home’

and insulated it does not need 
a traditional heating or cooling 
system, a feature that saves 
money for Evangelista and 
saves the environment from 
harmful carbon emissions.

“The primary factor is mak-
ing the house airtight,” Evan-
gelista explained. “The second 
factor is just very well insu-
lated walls and ceilings.”

The walls of the home will 
be 13 inches thick, a vast in-
crease over typical home walls 
which measure at around 4 
inches. In addition, windows 
and doors will be thicker and 
sealed more effi ciently than in 
a traditional house.

Evangelista said just a few 
tea candles would be enough 
to warm the home if he were 
feeling a bit chilly, but he plans 
to install a small heat pump 
that can also function as an air-
conditioning system in case he 
needs to adjust the temperature 
inside. Even on the coldest of 
winter nights, the pump would 
only need to run for about 30 
minutes.

Most of the time, Evange-
lista said that pump will not 
be needed, as the house comes 
complete with an “energy ven-
tilation recovery unit.” 

The unit exchanges inside 
air with outside air, but makes 
sure to maintain the tempera-
ture of the house with a heat 
exchanger. 

For example, Evangelista 
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This digital rendering depicts what the two-story, 4,400-
square-foot passive home on Pine Avenue will look like when 
construction is completed. With solar panels on the roof, the 
house will achieve “net zero” status, meaning it will not take 
any energy from the electric grid.

said if the temperature inside 
the house is 70 degrees and 
the temperature outside is 30 
degrees; the 30-degree air 
coming back into the house 
would undergo a heat transfer 
with the inside air and enter the 
home in the 60-degree range. 
It is that kind of technology 
that makes the passive home 
so effi cient.

While a house built to such 
standards will cost around 7 
to 15 percent more than the 
average home, Evangelista 
said the energy savings over 
time make it worth the extra 
expenditure.

“The goal is to try to be as 
effi cient as possible,” he said. 
“With a passive home, instead 
of having low energy bills I 
will have no energy bills.”

Evangelista said he de-
signed the home himself and 
hired architect Bill Severino 
of Little Ferry to develop the 
actual plans. 

Construction is set to begin 
in the next few weeks, and 
Evangelista said the house 
should take around six months 
to complete. He is currently 
in talks with three other po-
tential home owners who are 
considering a passive house, 
including another in Egg Har-
bor Township.

For information on Evan-
gelista’s project and to learn 
more about passive homes, see 
www.njpassivehouse.com.

News In Brief
Arbor Day offers fl owering trees

The Arbor Day Foundation will ship 10 
flowering trees free of charge to anyone 
who becomes a member during January 
2011. Annual membership in the nonprofit 
Arbor Day Foundation is $10 and includes a 
subscription to the Foundation’s bimonthly 
newsletter as well as a copy of “The Tree 
Book.” To become a member, see www.
arborday.org/january or send $10 to Ten 
Free Flowering Trees, Arbor Day Founda-
tion, 100 Arbor Ave., Nebraska City, Neb. 
68410.

Turn old fridges into cash
New Jersey residents can receive $50 for 

turning in older, ineffi cient refrigerators and 
freezers, which can be picked up free through 
the state’s Board of Public Utilities Clean 
Energy Program. Since 2001, federal energy 
efficiency standards have resulted in new 
units that use about 450 kilowatt-hours an-
nually, compared with older units which may 
consume up to 1,500 kilowatt-hours per year. 
Purchase of a new appliance is not necessary 
to receive the $50. There is a limit of two units 
per household, and appliances to be recycled 
must be in working order and have an interior 
measurement of between 10 and 30 cubic feet. 
To schedule a pickup, call (877) 270-3520 or 
see www.njcleanenergy.com.

Energy Wise Rewards program
Atlantic City Electric’s new Energy Wise 

Rewards Program, currently being introduced 
in Ocean, Burlington and Camden counties, 
rewards customers with $50 for voluntary par-
ticipation in the company’s Direct Load Control 
Program, approved by the New Jersey Board of 
Public Utilities in 2009. During summer periods 
of peak electric demand, Energy Wise Rewards 
reduces electricity usage by “cycling” central 
air conditioner compressors for short periods 
of time during peak system loads or emergency 
conditions. The program will help prevent power 
outages, keep electricity prices lower longer 
and reduce carbon emissions that contribute to 
global warming. See www.atlanticcityelectric.
com/rewards or call (866) 355-4229.

Save money by saving energy
The following tips are provided by the New 

Jersey Board of Public Utilities and New 
Jersey’s Clean Energy Program: Replace old 
light bulbs with compact fl uorescents – they last 
10 times longer, use 75 percent less energy, and 
produce 75 percent less heat. Each bulb saves 
you about $30 over its lifetime. Not using it? 
Unplug it. The average household could save 
$100 a year by unplugging electronics like cell 
phone/battery chargers, computers and TVs 
instead of leaving them in standby power mode. 
For more tips, see www.njcleanenergy.com.




