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May 2015 
 

From the Chairman: 
 

Winter has come and the Swallows [human and feathered!] have left for warmer climates! We will see them 
again when the earth swings back into summer once again. Until then - travel well! 
The A.G.M. went smoothly, and the only change was that Bob Forbes resigned from the committee. We are sad to 
see him leave, but he has promised to stay closely involved, and has offered his help on a continual basis. Thanks 
Bob for all your hard work – especially the Feather Chase, which will always be ‘your event’. 
We also say goodbye to Gareth Robbins who is leaving in June to take up a position as a professional birding tour 
guide with one of the leading birding tour companies in South Africa. We wish him the very best, and know that 
his four year stay in Plettenberg Bay will hold him in good stead wherever he goes in the world. One of my 
mentors used to coin a phrase which is very applicable – “Gareth - may you soar on the wings of eagles” 
We are now looking for some assistance with the committee, and this is an appeal for members to consider 
helping out. More often than not, committee members are away and as a consequence we need to have a fairly 
large number of members to cover the gaps during the year. Please contact me if you would like to assist. 
 
Our partnership with N.V.T. continues to develop and grow. The Kelp Gull colony now has a M.Sc. thesis to its 
credentials, and our congratulations and thanks to Minke Witteveen for her hard work over the last few years. 
Work continues on the shore bird research with Selena Flores – African Black Oystercatchers and White-fronted 
Plovers. It would appear that these birds are in more trouble than we initially thought. A significant paper on 
interference levels with breeding birds on the Keurbooms peninsula was produced by Dutch student – Shirley van 
der Woorde. 
All these fantastic studies and scientific information have added essential facts to enable the sensitive breeding 
areas of our local birds to become protected and conserved for future generations. 
To add to this scientific information we now have the Tsitikamma I.B.A. extended to include Plettenberg Bay. 
Together with the Hope Spot, we have made significant progress here, and now we must put pressure on the 
legislators to ensure that this is all put into law! 
 
We have also formed partnerships with the two rehabilitation Centres – Radical Raptors and Tenikwa 
Rehabilitation Centre. Here we will use our best endeavours to help them with their tasks of rehabilitating injured 
and distressed birds. As a gesture of good faith, both organisation have offered a ‘pay for one – get one free’ 
incentive on production of your membership card. Please support both these organisations. 
      
 
Some of our projects as well as some of the work being undertaken by Students with NVT and Dr. Mark Brown 
have submitted articles on their work for this addition of the newsletter: 
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An update on the Garden Route Shorebird Conservation Project – Selena Flores 
 
The preliminary field season ended with total of 61 White-fronted Plover nests and 18 African Black Oystercatcher 
nests, monitored from Nature’s Valley through the Robberg Peninsula eastern boundary, from September 2014 to 
February 2015. Surprisingly, the site with the highest nesting density is Lookout, despite high levels of visitors; 
conversely, the least dense are the low-disturbance beaches of Keurboomstrand.  
 
Both nests and chicks did not fare well across all areas this past year, with most unfortunately failing before or 
shortly after hatch. 19 plover chicks were ringed with unique combinations of metal SAFRINGs, colour rings, and 
letters/number rings. Only a small handful of these ringed plover chicks were confirmed to have survived to 
fledge by re-sighting. Even with that said, please keep an eye out while birding on our beaches — If you see a 
White-fronted Plover or oystercatcher with rings, particularly a black ring with lettering & numbers, and possibly 
another plain colour ring, please be sure to contact Selena Flores! She can be best reached at 
selenaflores@gmail.com.  
 
Selena has now officially enrolled the project for an MSc with the Percy FitzPatrick Institute at UCT, conduct next 
field season starting this coming Spring. This research will continue to examine a variety of factors influencing the 
success of these shorebirds — density, predation, human disturbance severity, nest approach buffer zones, habi-
tat choices, and egg exposure, just to name a few! 
 
During the upcoming shorebird breeding season, the Nature’s Valley Trust will be joined by several interns from 
around the globe to assist with the fieldwork and other elements of this project. If you regularly walk the beaches 
of our beautiful area, and would be willing to join in to help check shorebird nests, please let Selena Flores know 
at the aforementioned e-mail address. We would love to have community members involved in this local effort. 
 

          
 
Photo Captions — all photos by Gilles Raye, visiting French researcher with University Joseph Fourier, Grenoble; 
Laboratoire d'Ecologie Alpine 

Ringed WFPL — White-fronted Plover outfitted with SAFRING & engraved ring combination. 

WFPL Brood Patch — Selena Flores uncovers the brood patch of a nesting White-fronted Plover. 
WFPL Pair — A pair of White-fronted Plovers at Nature’s Valley beach. 
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Flocking to Mastery and leaving Superstition behind!! - Cindy-Lee Cloete, NVT 
 
With the inception of the Birding Masters and Champions program in 2014 the 2 partnering organisations, 
Nature’s Valley Trust and BirdLife Plettenberg Bay, saw the value and long term impact of the program. The 
challenge was making sure that the schools shared the same sentiment and will embrace to this amazing 
opportunity.  

                        
                                Crags Primary                                                                       Plett Christian 
 
One of the reasons this program is so critical to our area is the generational stories of bad omens associated with 
birds of prey, particularly owls. One such story is when an owl flies over you while you are driving; chances are 
that you will have an accident shortly after that … So if we don’t have owls around, we won’t have any car 
accidents!! The Nature’s Valley Trust understands the importance of intergenerational learning in cultures and 
recognised an integral addition to this legacy through the Birding Masters and Champions program. We formed 
core birding champion groups, of between 8 – 12 learners, in 4 of our Eco-Schools and took them on 1 outing 
every school term to start the process of engaging with all types of birds in our area, including birds of prey. 
 

                       
                                Plett Christian                                                                       Formosa Primary 
Each of the 4 birding clubs have 2 birding masters, from the BirdLife Plett Club, willingly giving some of their 
afternoons to what we believe could be the next generation of birders. Our Birding Masters play such an 
important role in the learning process and transformation of the mind-sets of our enthusiastic champions. 
Building on their existing knowledge and experiences, whether good or bad, the program introduces new 
concepts, new stories and new adventures without implying that what they know is wrong. With science as the 
base of the program, the masters and champions explore the different landscapes and associated birds, prey, 
behaviour and mating patterns – backed up with in the field evidence and the field guides they use on their 
outings. We’ve had some incredible finds, one of which was 3 juvenile Spotted Eagle Owls and a Blue Crane pair 
with their 2 brown fluff chicks – all in the space of 1 hour. 
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                                           Plett Secondary                                                     Looking at Blue Crane Chicks 
 
We kicked off the second year of the program with a visit to Radical Raptors – and all of the learners had an owl 
on their hands!!! Something that would definitely not have happened without the awareness and education of 
the program. The teacher was still a bit nervous which brought our attention to the fact that the program should 
be extended to include them too. We have already had wonderful outings this year with all the birding clubs 
reconnecting with their masters on at least one occasion. This year the focus will shift from just awareness of the 
bird species, their relevance in the ecosystem, using equipment in the field and how we can protect them [birds] 
to individual improvement of positively identifying birds down to species level, distribution and migrations, birds 
and conservation and correlations to birds absent or present within an ecosystem.   
 
   

               
                             Plett Secondary                                                                               Crags Primary 
 
 
Working towards a feather chase for the end of the year, the masters have planned out various strategic outings 
to get their champions ready for this culminating celebration. The champions will also be taking their individual 
appraisals at this celebration after which their individual contributions will be add to their respective birding 
clubs’ final year score to determine which unique birding experience each club will get as a prize. Between 
BirdLife Plett and NVT, and our partners throughout the garden route, we will ensure a spectacular final outing 
for each of the birding clubs and their masters in accord with their position after the feather chase.  
 
 



5 
 

                             
                     Crags Primary                                    Crags Primary                                   Plett Secondary 
               
This is a wonderful program which can easily be cloned and adapted elsewhere to promote bird conservation in 
South Africa and we are happy to assist other Bird Clubs across the country to get this going in their region. 

 
 

Looking at birds to conserve our Fynbos - Daniel Cloete 
 
I had an inkling that pursuing my lifelong dream of spending time in the Amazon rainforest would leave a distinct 
impression but I did not realize that it would influence the course of my life to the extent that it now has.  During 
the couple of months in 2013 that I spent in the Peruvian rainforest, I fell in love with the birdlife and especially 
with the spectacular little hummingbirds.  I spent countless hours observing mostly two individuals – a Reddish 
Hermit that visited a line of scrubs every 15 minutes from sunrise to sunset like clockwork and a Fork-tailed 
Woodnymph that very actively defended and hogged the birdfeeder that I placed outside of my bungalow.  For 
the first time in my professional life as a nature conservator I considered focusing on something more specific 
rather than just broad conservation concepts.  On a whim, I emailed Dr. Mark Brown talking about my newfound 
interest in birding and enquiring about any ideas for bird related projects back in Nature’s Valley that I can look at 
when I return.  To make a long story short, a few emails later we agreed on me pursuing the undertaking of a PhD 
that will focus on the Cape Sugarbird and sunbird species and the flower species that they feed on and pollinate in 
the Fynbos in the Nature’s Valley area. 
 In the end we managed for my project to combine my new found love of birding with a focus area that I 
have always felt is key in conservation and that is in addition to securing existing protected areas, all effort should 
be put on expanding them through either formal or informal mechanisms.  I trust that the findings from my 
investigation into how pollination efficiency of bird pollinated plants in Fynbos patches of various sizes and 
isolation distance in and adjoining the Garden Route National Park varies will guide and strengthen our efforts to 
conserve the Fynbos areas and all the species that it contains securely into the future. 
 In the following months I aim to identifying the Fynbos patches where I will be undertaking the project 
and I am looking forward to working with the community, many of who are members of Birdlife Plettenberg Bay, 

to identify all the study patches and then to undertake my fieldwork over the next two years.   
 

                        
                                    Fork-tailed Woodnymph                                                Reddish Hermit                                  



6 
 

Swift Tern recovery – Minke Witteveen 
 
On 22 April 2015 while out hiking at Robberg Nature Reserve Michael Tolsma, the ORCA volunteer coordinator, 
and Robin, an ORCA volunteer, came across a dead tern with a colour ring! They were just near the point, and 
there were a number of dead birds but this was the only one with a colour ring. Knowing Davide Gaglio was 
running a colour ringing project on Swift Terns breeding on Robben Island through the FitzPatrick Institute at UCT 
he was contacted. It was indeed one of his colour-ringed birds ringed on 20 April 2014, and although it didn’t live 
very long it travelled 467 km (at least!). This is another reminder to keep checking all dead birds you come across, 
you never know when you may be contributing to a valuable research project, or find a bird from another 
continent! 

 
 

       
 

         
 
 

Differential reactions to anthropogenic disturbance by two ground-nesting shore birds  

Shirley van de Voorde, Minke Witteveen and Mark Brown  

Many ground-nesting shorebirds experience a high level of anthropogenic disturbance, often to the detriment of 
their breeding success. This study investigated the responses of the ‘near-threatened’ African Black Oystercatcher 
Haematopus moquini (ABO) and the ‘least concern’ Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus vetula (KG) to anthropogenic 
disturbance during the pre-breeding and breeding season at three locations differing in levels of anthropogenic 
disturbance and colony size. Birds were directly approached from over 100 m away and markers were dropped at 
each behavioural reaction to the approach. Measuring back allowed a quantitative measure of the effects of 
disturbance. Stand response distances in the African Black Oystercatcher were location sensitive, which related to 
disturbance level, showing that they stood up earlier in a highly disturbed location. Neither ambient conditions 
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(wind speed and ambient temperature) nor nesting condition (egg age and clutch size) played a significant role in 
responses. Interestingly, KG behaviour was affected by location, to a lesser extent by clutch size, but not by 
ambient temperature. Both ABO and KG significantly altered their behavioural responses to disturbance from pre-
breeding to breeding season. These results emphasise the need to have a buffer zone surrounding breeding 
areas excluding human presence to allow for the successful breeding of ABO. 
 
[ED] In reality this would indicate that we require at least a fifty meter safe zone around the breeding peninsular 
during breeding seasons to ensure that birds can breed successfully without outside interference. This vital 
information now needs to be combined with other important work being done on breeding shore birds and the 
legislative work put into place to protect these areas.   
 

The Kings of the river - Robin Fokker, NVT intern, Van Hall Larenstein University 
 
During my two weekly beach surveys, in which I collect GPS data for both beach litter and beach visitors, which I 
use for spatial distribution maps, I passed by the Salt River twice per day. While this area is never dull to visit 
because of the amazing scenery, the stunning sounds, the usual fish eagles and the generally fun walk, one bird in 
particular draws your attention If you visit the river mouth during low tide; the Kingfishers. While the lagoon in 
Nature’s Valley houses many species of kingfishers, this river houses an equal amount, if not more, in just the 
mouth. Every day that I visit the river, I spot at least 2 half-collared kingfishers during low tide, but often this is 
just the start. During one of the better days, I’ve managed to spot 3 Half-collared Kingfishers, 2 Pied Kingfishers 
and a Malachite Kingfisher in a 30 meter stretch of river. Not only does this make for a beautiful show from the 
kingfishers as they catch their fish or chase each other over the river, it also shows the health of the river, as the 
fish stock must be large to support this amount of kingfishers.  
In conclusion, the Salt River is one of the most stunning rivers that I have ever visited, and even after a full day of 
walking, I still do not mind spending some time in Salt River before making my way back. I would definitely 
recommend visiting this river during low tide to anyone interested in marine birds or birds in general, as these 
kingfishers and the fish eagles make for a spectacular show. But even if you are not interested in these birds, just 
spending some time along the river and listening to all the sounds of nature will prove to be just the thing you 
need after a long day. 
 

                      
                            Half-collared Kingfisher                                                            Pied Kingfisher 

 
 
 
Birds and the fynbos -  Kellyn Whitehead 
 
The amazing fynbos that we are so blessed to be surrounded by is a truly beautiful biome with lots to offer and 
some awesome relationships between the birds and plants. The fynbos around Plettenberg Bay and its 
surrounding areas come to life in winter with many of the plants coming into flower. You can find an array of 
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beautiful flowers from Proteas to orchids, Iris’ and aloes. Here are some of the plants you may likely come across 
during the winter months and the birds likely to pollinate them. 
Some of the beautiful Proteas in flower at the moment are Protea neriifolia (the bearded Protea), Protea mundii 
(the Forest sugarbush) and if you are lucky, possibly Protea cynaroides (the King Protea). Proteas are one the main 
families that you find in fynbos, and without them you do not have ‘true’ fynbos. They are hardy plants and 
majority of the species rely on fire to start seed germination. 
 

        
Proteas are pollinated by Cape sugarbirds (Promerops cafer) which are suited to getting nectar from Protea flower 
heads and in turn pollinating them. The long bills of the Cape sugarbird can reach deep into the floral head to get 
to the nectar, and their sharp claws are able to dig into the leathery outer of the flower head to give them good 
grip (especially when the wind blows). 
  

                        
 
We are lucky to have a large number of Erica species flowering in our area. Ericas are another important family in 
the fynbos, and they also need to be present for fynbos to be considered as fynbos. The Erica family (some of you 
may know them as heaths) is one of the largest with over 700 species. The flowers can be anything from small 
and bell-shaped to larger and tube-shaped. Some of the Erica species you are likely to come across is Erica 
discolor, Erica nabea, Erica sessiliflora and Erica Formosa. 
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Erica discolor, and possibly Erica sessiliflora, is likely to have the Southern Double-collared sunbird (Cinnyris 
chalybeus) as its main pollinator with likely visits from the Orange-breasted (Anthobaphes violacea) and Greater 
Double-collared sunbirds (Cinnyris afer). I am in the process of doing some pollination biology work on Erica 
discolor for my MSc to see if the Southern Double-collared sunbird is indeed the main pollinator. The tube-shape 
of the flowers of Erica discolor match the shape and length for the sunbirds bill, making it a perfect fit. When the 
bird goes to drink the nectar from the flower, pollen is left on the head of the bird which carries it to the next 
flower. 

         
 
During winter we have Kniphofia uvaria (Red hot poker) and Tritoniopsis caffra (Snake flower) flowering too.  
 

    
The sunbirds are likely to be the main bird visitors to these plants but there is the possibility of birds such as the 
Cape White eye (Zosterops capensis) which take the opportunity to rob nectar. Birds thieve plants of their nectar 
by make a small slit near the bottom of the flower and then drinking the nectar without pollinating. Insects do the 
same by eating small holes into the base of the flower to access the nectar. 

The red hot poker belongs to the aloe family while the 
snake flower is a member of the ever beautiful Iris family. 
The aloe family is known to have many of its plants having 
birds as the main pollinator as well as a number of plants 
in the Iris family such as the watsonias, cobra lilies and a 
few of the gladiolus species. After fire has burnt its way 
through the fynbos your iris species as well as your orchid 
species are some of the first to bring life and colour back 
through the ashes. 
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The above mentioned flowers are just a handful of the beauties the fynbos has to offer you as you go on your 
winterly walks through its amazing beauty. As someone who has been working with this areas fynbos for a while 
now I know how truly amazing it is, and every time you are out-and-about walking through it, it surprises you with 
something new. Plants are not all that boring as some people tend to think and the plant kingdom holds some 
remarkable systems of its own, from pollination relationships with birds, insects and even mammals, to the many 
ways they have developed to survive and defend themselves.  
I hope you have enjoyed my article on the fynbos and its birds. Here are a few extra pictures of some other 
flowers you may encounter upon one of birding adventures in the fynbos, as well as some of our endemic fynbos 
birds. 
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Pelagic Trip with Gwen Penry – Gordon Paterson 

Bird Club – Three of our members, George Brown, Paul Falla and Gordon Paterson joined Dr Gwen Penry on a 

pelagic trip. It was planned for the Saturday but was postponed to  Sunday because of weather,  which in the end  

came up trumps. About 10 miles off the tip of Robberg the sea was oily calm.   

To quote Gwen  “It was truly one of the best trips I have done and I am glad you got to see the diversity of species 

we have just off our little bay here. In summary, we saw: White chinned petrels, Sooty Shearwaters, Yellow-nosed 

Albatross, Shy Albatross, Wilsons Storm Petrel, Swift Terns, Cape Gannets, Sub Antarctic Skua, Kelp Gulls and 

possibly a Giant Petrel. On the mammal side of things, Bryde's whales, humpback whale (juvenile) and Cape Fur 

seals and then of course the curious blue shark. The picture of the humpback whale tail shows some scarring 

which is attributed to attempted killer whale predation. We often see this on Humpbacks; the killer whales work 

in packs (much like wolves) and some will hold onto the tail while others try to drown it. This one luckily got away. 

  

The craft was a deep sea sport fishing ski boat, the skipper of which often works with Gwen and is very 

knowledgeable of everything that was alive in the sea around the craft. Watching the fish finder over his shoulder 

and listening to his analysis of what we may find by “going and looking over there” was an experience on its own. 

All in all, the next time Gwen suggests such a trip give it serious consideration.  

              
                                  Shy Albatros                                                           Yellow-nosed Atlantic Albatros   

 
 

           
                             Bryde’s Whale                                                     Hump-backed Whale fluke markings 
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Greater Painted Snipes – George and Jeanette Powter – 26 Apr 2015. 
 
George and Jeanette Powter spent a late afternoon at the small dam and pan at the end of the dirt road which 
starts opposite the Stonefield Polo entrance. 
They were rewarded with two Greater Painted Snipes, which was a first sighting in Plettenberg bay, since at least 
the start of our bird lists. Bruce Ward-Smith took some photographs the next day. This was a new species sighting 
for our bird lists. 
The two Snipes seen were both female, and a few days later three females were seen. The female is larger and 
brighter in colour than the male, and the birds are regarded as partially crepuscular and polyandrous. [Feed 
mainly at dawn and dusk and the male raises the chicks – the female may have several clutches with different 
male birds]. It was then quite unusual to see three female birds together. 

The three birds stayed for some weeks and were seen by many local and national birders. 
 

                     
                                   Greater Painted Snipe [female]                              Greater  Painted Snipe 

 
 
 
 
African Rail and Black Crake – Mike and Carole Bridgeford – 21 May 2015 
 
Carole and I spent some time at the small dam yesterday where the Painted Snipe was initially located by George 
and Jeanette Powter. 
We never managed to see the Snipe this time, but we did get good sightings of African Rail and Black Crake. We 
also got good views of the local Forest Buzzard, as well as some of the more common birds - African Spoonbill and 
Cape Wagtail. 
The last time I saw the African Rail at Wilderness, I remarked that the size was fairly large - I have some photos of 
that bird, and indeed it was as I had remembered it - fairly large. 
The Rail at this pan was quite small, and not a great deal of difference in size to the Black Crake - we saw both at 
the same time, so had a good comparison. This confused me, as our local guide books state that the African Rail 
[36cm] is quite a bit larger than the Black Crake [20-23cm]! 
Barry Taylor, wrote the World Book of Rallids - I looked up this book which he very kindly gave to me when I last 
met him. He states that the female bird is quite a bit smaller than the male bird. This is not mentioned in our local 
books. But perhaps this would explain why this bird was so much smaller than the previous bird I sighted - it was 
probably a female. 
Both these Rallids are shy and like to keep under cover of the restios and reeds - venturing out for a few seconds 
only. When a large stretch of water has to be negotiated - it is at great speed!! You only get a fleeting sighting! 
They are also crepuscular in nature. [Usually seen early morning or late afternoon] 
So - photography was difficult. 
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Mark Brown commented later, that ‘in-hand’ the birds are not that different in size, so could be easily taken to be 
the same size in the field. 
 

                                 
                              African Rail                                                                      Black Crake 

 
 
Pale Chanting Goshawk – Mike and Carole Bridgeford - 23 Mar 2015 
 
Further to Mark's posting last week, Carole spotted the Pale Chanting Goshawk sitting on the fence opposite The 
Earth Cafe on the N2. I saw it in the tree a little further towards Penny Pinchers. 
I was fortunate to get some flight shots of the bird. It flew towards Penny Pinchers, and I guess can be seen in that 
vicinity. 
This was a new species sighting for our bird lists. 
 

                                    
                       Pale Chanting Goshawk                                       Pale Chanting Goshawk 

 
 
 
African Finfoot – Mike Bridgeford and Bruce Ward-Smith – 2 May 2015 
 
The African Finfoot is a rare water bird, not often seen - but present on both the Keurbooms River and Groot 
River in Nature's Valley. It is an extremely shy bird and swims quietly along the sides of a river taking advantage of 
the overhanging vegetation. 
Bruce Ward-Smith and I sat for five hours on the banks of the Groot River and managed to see a female bird - the 
female has white on its neck whilst the male has a grey neck and head. The bird clearly had seen us sitting quitly 
on the river bank, and would only show itself briefly, before darting into cover on the river banks.  
I managed to get a couple of reasonable photos - but must still try for some better shots in open water. The bird 
is easily recognized and has bright orange/red feet and bill. I have now seen the African Finfoot three times on the 
Groot River - twice from the bridge. 
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It is well worth a visit to Nature's Valley to look out for this rare bird. It has also been reported by the Ferry owner 
last week on the Keurbooms River. 
 

                                        
                                                        African Finfoot [female] 
 
 

 
Victorin’s Warbler – Mike Bridgeford and Gareth Robbins -  
 
This bird is a Fynbos special, and one of the sought-after birds of our region by Birders. It is an exceptionally 
skulking bird, which is always heard but seldom seen!!  
I have tried for many years to even get a partial shot of these birds, with no luck at all. Yesterday Gareth Robbins 
took me out to try and find the bird - we found several species in the Fynbos, and I managed to get two 
reasonable shots of the bird. There always seems to be a stick across the bird – I am sure that it is the nature of 
this bird to remain as covered as possible! This would be regarded as an exceptional sighting, and certainly the 
best I have ever managed! 
 

                    
                        Victorin’s Warbler                                                   Victorin’s Warbler    
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Grey-headed Gulls – Mike Bridgeford – 20 Apr 2015 

Eggs Benedict at The Lookout Deck this morning! Took a short walk and spotted about 30 Grey Headed Gulls. 
Personally, I have never seen so many in one place in Plettenberg Bay before this. However, Dr. Mark Brown tells 
me that they normally come in at the beginning of winter. For the rest of the year we rarely see these birds. 

                
                      Grey-headed Gull                                                       Grey-headed Gull  

 

Clams on Robberg Beach – 20 Apr 2015 

Robberg Beach was covered in large areas with Clams or White Mussels, which had apparently been washed up 
during the bad weather last week. I confirmed with Dr. Mark Brown that this was a natural phenomenon caused 
by extreme wave action, and that it first occurred about three weeks ago. I have never seen so many white 
mussels and clams in one area - neither had the Kelp Gulls!! - What a feast! One Gull had managed to get a 
mussel firmly clamped on its foot! Hopefully it will dislodge naturally. 

             
 

Route to Kruger Park. May 2015 – Gavin, Carol and Clare Ward: 
 
Many of our members who frequent the Kruger Park and even the Drakensberg resorts opt to overnight near to 
Bloemfontein.  Another route option is to travel via Kimberley – the distance is approximately the same, the roads 
are good and much less busy (with the exception of the Potchefstroom/ Johannesburg road which is under 
construction, but adequate and not too bad). I am awaiting my Etoll account but I believe that occasional visitors 
are allowed 30 free gantries passes a year, we shall see!  The Southern part of the Park, after a very early 
departure from Kimberley, is accessible in a day but Nelspruit for us is a good overnight option. 
We recently travelled the Kimberley route, spending a few nights there and then making our way via Nelspruit 
entering the Park at Crocodile Bridge.  The overnighting options in Kimberley are many but I want to comment on 
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two beautiful spots.  Mokala is a SAN Parks reserve just outside Kimberley and on route – the main camp is well 
equipped and game sightings good. 
The other option is a stay at Dronfield, a De Beers farm well stocked with game and a good birding venue. It lies 
around 10 kilometres from Kimberley on the Johannesburg road.  Of major birding interest is that of Kamfersdam 
some 6 kilometres from Kimberley and almost directly opposite Dronfield. This dam supports a very large colony 
of lesser flamingoes and well worth a visit. 
The area of Kamfersdam is an IBA with the area around the pan being flat holding a large quantity of water and 
partially treated sewage effluent which promotes the growth of algae supporting large numbers of waterbirds. A 
diamond company built an island in the middle of the pan to encourage breeding pairs and to reverse a declining 
population trend. The island has been affected by flooding and on my recent visit the island was very small, 
nevertheless there were thousands of flamingoes as the photographs show.  I was told that Kamfersdam regularly 
holds in excess of 20000 birds, and we can believe this!   The pan itself was very full and the access via a subway 
under the railway bridge was flooded which meant we had to climb over the adjacent railway line to get 
anywhere near the birds which can also be seen from the main road.  It is well worth a climb through the barbed 
wire fence and a short walk along the railway line -it is a pity that a proper viewing platform has not been built for 
people to enjoy this magnificent site – perhaps in time this will come!   
I might mention that some 63 waterbird species have been recorded at Kamfersdam including a small number of 
greater flamingoes.  An interesting website containing much more detailed information is 
www.savetheflamingo.co.za and well worth a visit. 
There are many other attractions in Kimberley, some well known and some not so well promoted. The “Big Hole”, 
Duggin Cronin Gallery, MacGregor Museum, The Honoured Dead Memorial, and the Africana museum are all 
worth a visit.  Then the Boer war battlefields in particular Magersfontein, are all within easy access – we did this 
recently with a tour guide and it was exceptional. We also did a so called “ghost tour” at night with the same tour 
guide which was interesting.  Lunch on the verandah at the Kimberley Club is a must as is a tour through these old 
premises. There are some magnificent school buildings also worth a viewing. 
If one travels to the Kgalagadi, via Kimberley and Upington another excellent stopover is at Rooipoort a large De 
Beers farm with Vaal River frontage, well stocked with game, good bird sightings and a large collection of 
petroglyphs, well worth visiting. If visiting ask to be accommodated in the safari tents! Rooipoort is on the 
Kimberley/Upington route – and if going this way remember to spend a night or two at Witsand (the home of the 
“roaring sands”) 
The Kruger was as always exceptional, the new restaurants (Mugg and Bean and Cattle Baron) which were initially 
much criticised are a vast improvement. We also visited Umfolosi and Hluhuwe staying at Mpila – this was a 
favourite of ours in years gone by. Unfortunately this park is in serious disrepair and in particular the road 
structure –the tar roads are very badly potholed and in some areas the tar has just been lifted and left – it was 
not a pleasant driving experience at all.  Having said that the accommodation is in good nick, as was Hilltop camp.  
Needless to say we had the mandatory night visit of rather large hyenas, which in a previous visit lifted our entire 
braai grid off the fire and disappeared into the bush with it! The grid was found the following morning, badly 
chomped and meat gone! 
Happy to give further information if anyone wants to know more. 
Gavin, Carol and Claire Ward 

   

http://www.savetheflamingo.co.za/
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                                                   Lesser Flamingoes 

 
 
NOT MUCH BIRDING in FRANCE – Bruce and Cheryl Ward-Smith 

 
To watch tennis at Roland Garros in Paris has always been on my wish list and Cheryl had never been to Paris, so 
we decided to spoil ourselves and take a trip to France for the tennis and some boating on the rivers and canals in 
the Burgundy region about 200 kms south of Paris. While this was not a birding trip, I did hope to see some new 
birds while on the rivers. 
We only had 3 days in Paris so we did the open bus tour to see the city with its amazing old buildings and 
interesting architecture, and spend some time walking around the old Latin Quarter.  

                                  
                       Golden dome of Les Invalides                                        Wood Pigeons 
Hardly any birds were seen around Paris except for these Wood Pigeons which flew over the tennis courts at 
regular intervals. 
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We did two visits to Roland Garros for the tennis via the Paris Metro, which was fantastic experience with a 
wonderful atmosphere amongst the crowds of tennis fans.  

 
 
 

                  
 
After about 2 hours of instructions on handling the boat and a demonstration of how to get through the first lock 
we left Vermenton for our first stop, a small village called Accolay, where we had dinner at an excellent 
restaurant and spent our first night on the boat.  
The most common birds seen along the canals and river L’Yonne as we headed towards the town of Auxerre were 
Blackbirds, Carrion Crows, Grey Herons, Wagtails Pied and Grey. Around the villages we passed and the Lock 
Keepers houses were House sparrows and Thrush nightingales. There were lots of Barn swallows over the fields 
and House and Sand Martins hawking insects over the water. We also saw plenty of Mallard ducks along the way 
and a few Mute Swan, Canada and Barnacled Geese. 

Then we took a fast 2 hour train (wonderful train 
service) ride from Paris to Vermenton, a small 
country town on the river Cure to collect our boat 
the “Beatrix” at the small boat harbour. We had 
ordered most of the provisions, including all the 
heavy stuff, over the internet ahead of our arrival 
and these were packed away on the boat for us. 
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            European Robin                                      Thrush Nightingale                                             Gold Finch 
 

                    
               Common Blackbird                                             Grey Wagtail                                            Green Woodpecker 
 
After 8 hours on the river and canals and 14 locks, we reached Auxerre, a large town in the region and spent two 
nights in the small boat harbour. In the nearby parks there was a lot of birding activity and we saw plenty of 
Chaffinches, Song Thrushes, Blackbirds, House sparrows and bishop like birds which I could not identify.  
We spent time exploring the town with its old buildings, including a massive Cathedral, an Abbey and the Clock 
Tower and a 13th century church.  
 

  
 
On our return to Vermenton a few days later, I saw a large woodpecker with a heavy bill which I finally decided 
was a Green woodpecker, fairly common in the region. We also observed a European Nuthatch feeding a nestling 
while having a lunchbreak under the trees on the river. 
 

The town itself was devoid of birds, but we saw many birds as we 
cycled along the riverside cycle paths. Black-headed gulls and 
Common terns patrolled the river, along with Mallards and Mute 
swans which arrived regularly at our boat for some scraps of food. 
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         European Nuthatch                                                 Chaffinch                                                Carrion Crow 
I only managed to see and identify a total of 32 birds with a further 3 that remain un-identified. While many of 
the birds seen seemed to be reasonably plentiful, the variety of birds is quite limited.  
 
 

 
Black River Snowy Egret – Mike and Carole Bridgeford. 
 
Carole and I took a small deviation on our way back from the Tankwa Karoo National Park, to the Black River 
Parkway in Cape Town, to see a very rare bird indeed – the second ever sighting of a Snowy Egret!! 
The Egret's home is normally North and South America. What it is doing in Cape Town, is anyone's guess!! 
I looked up my field guide from North America, and it is reflected as a juvenile bird. The bird looks similar to a 
Little Egret except for the predominant black and yellow legs, and the all-yellow lores. So far over 800 birders 
have been to see this unique bird! 
 

            
                             Snowy Egret                                                                                  Snowy Egret 
 

Explanation from the Percy Fitzpatric Institute: - 
      The Snowy Egret's native range is across the length of North and South America. The North American 
population is migratory moving to Central America during the winter months, while the South American 
population is thought to be sedentary. It is likely that the 'Black River Snowy Egret' first spotted by Dominic and 
Patric Rollinson, is from the North American population. It was probably caught up in a storm while migrating 
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over the ocean, got disorientated and ended up in Cape Town. A number of vagrant American species have made 
their way to the South African west coast in similar fashion. 
       The Snowy Egret can be distinguished from the common local Little Egret by a number of key features, such as 
the bright yellow lores and irises, bright yellow backs of the legs, differences in head plume structure, a slightly 
drooping bill, as well as its more delicate size and shorter neck. Congratulations to Dominic and Patric Rollinson. 
The first African record was at Zandvlei, close to Cape Town in April 2002, and was identified by Cliff Dorse. 

 

Little Grebe rescue Wittedrift – Mike Bridgeford and Mark Brown 
 
A Little Grebe [Dabchick] was caught by some dogs, and rescued by the owners before any real damage was done. 
The Bird was taken to Tenikwa for treatment and assessment and pronounced to be in good health. Dr. Mark 
Brown ringed the little bird, and we released it successfully later in the afternoon on the Bitou river wetlands.  
It is quite amazing to see this bird up close. It has the strangest feet - almost like a fern! It is also very small, and 
looks much bigger when in the water. Not normally noticed is the white in the wing.  
  

      
      Feet of Little Grebe                                    Upper wing view                                        Under wing view 
 

        
                                 Close up of head                                                            Released at Bitou River Wetland 

 
 

Trip to Tankwa Karoo National Park – Mike and Carole Bridgeford 
 
Carole and I booked for three days in the Tankwa Karoo National Park – a very stark area with some special small 
birds as a challenge! WE also took a chance on the weather, as it is notoriously cold during the winter months – 
nearby Sutherland has the reputation as being the coldest place in Southern Africa!! 
So, we went prepared – warm jackets, thermal underclothes, hot-water bottles, extra blankets and everything 
else we could load in the car to keep us warm. The cottages have no electrical power and use solar energy to run 
the fridge, gas to cook and heat water and paraffin lamps. It was an eleven hour drive from Plett to our cottage at 
Tankwa. 
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We were pleasantly surprised – we had great weather, and it was warmer than Plett for the three nights we spent 
there. Never got to use all the warm stuff!! 
 

          
                       The Cottage                             Supper by Candle light                               Typical Renoster veld 
 
The birding was good – but not easy. The Larks are very evident in the Park, and a wide variety can be seen – but 
you need to know your bird sounds as well as the specific features of each bird. They can be difficult. 
 

                             
                       Karoo Lark                                      Large-billed Lark                                    Red-capped Lark 
 

     
       Spike-heeled Lark                                Familiar Chat 

 

   
                         Karoo Chat 

A young Familiar Chat managed to get 
into our bedroom every morning and fly 
around until we let him out! There are 
several Chats in the region, and they are 
best identified by their tail markings. If 
you look in your field guides you will see 
that this is very clearly a Familiar Chat – 
but without seeing the tail markings the 
differentiation between the Chats can be 
difficult 

The Karoo Chat was the most difficult bird to photograph! We 
identified the bird quite easily by its quite unique call, but it 
would not allow us to get within fifty meters in the car!! 
Finally, we went for a drive up a pass, and we found a bird 
marking his territory by perching on a post at the side of the 
road. I caught him in the camera as he was about to fly off!! It 
looks odd, but clearly shows the features of the bird. 
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         Grey-backed Cisticola 
 

       
           Karoo Korhaan [female]                    Karoo Korhaan [male] 

 

                 
 

  
 
 
 

This little bird had us confused for some time until we finally 
worked it out! It was busy making a nest in a low scrub and did 
not call at all. I took a few shots and we went back to the cottage 
to work out what we had seen. The feature that confused me was 
the barring on the underside of the tail – I could not match this to 
anything in the books. Then we decided to write down feature by 
feature, and came to the conclusion that it was a Grey-backed 
Cisticola. We finally also worked out the tail markings. All 
Cisticolas have white tips to their tail feathers, and when the tail 
feathers are folded in and viewed from the underside, it appears 
as barring – I had not realized this!! 

We were quite surprised to see a 
few pairs of Karoo Korhaan, and 
this pair decided that we needed 
to be serenaded in the car. They 
have a very strange deep frog-like 
duet – the male makes the first 
sound and the female responds. 
The male bird is larger and has a 
larger black throat patch. I was 
fortunate to catch them 
conducting a duet. 

A pair of Rock Martins was building a nest above the 
front door of our cottage, and it took a day until they 
finally ignored us and continued building a new nest 
whilst we walked underneath them. They are surprising 
large birds, and of course are readily identified by the 
row of white dots on the tail feathers. Between our 
resident Chat and the Rock Martins, we were well 
entertained at the cottage. 
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           Pale Chanting Goshawk                              White-throated Canary                                   Cape Bunting 

 
 

         
          Karoo Scrub Robin                          Southern Double-collared Sunbird                           Karoo Prinia 

 
 
Scaly-throated Honeyguide – Mike Bridgeford: 
 
Scaly-throated Honeyguide is one of three honeyguides found in our area. 
These are quite unique birds, and are not often seen up close. They are brood parasitic breeders, and the Scaly-
throated Honeyguide parasitises the hole nesting birds, and in particular the Olive Wooodpeckers in our region. 
This bird is most often known for its high pitched ascending trilling sound, most often heard in the Nature's Valley 
indigenous forest just past the Groot river bridge. It is normally anything from 15m to 30m away from the viewer - 
so difficult to see up close. 
I found some great information in Geoff McIllerons's book - The Ultimate Companion. Roberts had little informa-
tion, other than statistics etc. The bird is rarely caught in mist-nets, as it generally seeks the high forest canopy. 
[Although Mark Brown relates that he has caught a few in the Fynbos]  
The Honeyguide species are attracted to beeswax, as well as the bee brood. 
Most animals are unable to digest wax, but the Honeyguides host specialised bacteria in their stomachs, which 
digest the wax for the bird. The birds also feed on insects - but the real treat is the wax. It is said that Honeyguides 
leads people to a bee’s nest, in an effort to get the wax released from the hive. I am not sure if this has ever been 
scientifically proved? 
Anthony Salusbury has a fantastic property above the Keurboomstrand Village, and he keeps bees as a hobby. He 
put out some old comb from one of the hives, and after a few days it attracted the attentions of a few Scaly-
throated Honeyguides.  
I sat in the car [used it as a mobile hide] and took some photos of a bird eating the wax from an old comb. The 
wooden structure that the bird is sitting on is actually one of the combs. It ate for about 20 minutes, picking out 
the wax from the little bee cells.  
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As a consequence, I have taken some bees wax and will put it on my bird feeding tray, to see if it will attract the 
Honeyguides. It is reported that in the Lowveld, a birder got all three honeyguides at his feeding tray, using bees-
wax. I will let you know if it works.  
 

                         
                                                                      Scaly-throated Honeyguide 
 

 
 
 
 
Good Birding! 
 

 Mike Bridgeford   
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