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BIRDLIFE KZN MIDLANDS CLUB E-NEWSLETTER 

3
rd

  QUARTER – JULY TO SEPTEMBER, 2018. 

 

OUTINGS: 

Sun. 1 July – Darvill 

Just seven of us gathered at Darvill on this regular first Sunday outing and what a good one it turned 

out to be! African Pipits were on the grass near the cars, with a Grey Heron and several White 

Storks flying over as we set off. The storks seem to have 

decided to over-winter, though there were fewer this time (about 

30) than seen on the June outing. The concrete tanks were 

replete with African Pied Wagtails, with Wire-tailed Swallows 

balancing on (and hawking from) a metal ring inside the tank.  

 

Along the road, we had good views of a Red-faced Cisticola, 

while a Burchell’s Coucal ‘pretended’ to be a hawk in a far tree. 

The canal looked rather disgusting, covered in foam.                    
          Brimstone Canary 

Pond 4 was looking splendid, with a full house of the expected water birds. We also saw several 

African Jacanas and Black Crakes, plus a single male Southern Pochard with a gleaming ruby eye. 

Further up this pond, we saw a Malachite Kingfisher (same spot as in June) and numbers of Three-

banded Plovers. While we watched, some Common Moorhens and Black Crakes kicked up a 

ruckus, followed soon after by an African Rail calling. We 

were rather sad to see that the (alien) trees supporting the 

Golden Weaver nests have been hacked down.  

 

Returning to the cars via Pond 1 gave us a brief sighting of 

another African Rail, as well as a flypast by the only raptor 

species for the morning: Long-crested Eagle. But Darvill 

saved the best till last as the car park area yielded a stunning 

out-of-range male Capped Wheatear, which caused major 

excitement in local birding circles.  

Report by Viv O’Neill and photos by Roger O’Neill 

 

Sun. 15 July – Pigeon Valley 

This outing unfortunately had to be cancelled due to weather “not conducive to good birding”, with 

road-works on the N3 also contributing to the decision. 
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Wed. 25 July – Pigeon Valley 

Seventeen of us left Howick on a bright winter’s morning to travel to Pigeon Valley.  We were very 

grateful that we had an uninterrupted journey and arrived there just as our guide, Crispin Hensom 

came walking down the road to join us.  Village Weavers created quite a noise as they squabbled 

over their nest building in a pavement tree opposite the entrance to the park.   

Crispin explained that the Spotted Ground Thrush had been 

showing very nicely recently and there had also been good 

sightings of the Green Twinspot.  We first went up the hill to 

the fence around the reservoir with those of us at the tail-end 

having a wonderful sighting of the Spotted Ground Thrush, 

whilst those at the head of the queue watched Cape White Eyes 

busily feeding in the trees along the fence line.   All around 

there was wonderful birdsong as a new sunny day was 

welcomed with the Tambourine Dove, a special bird to hear. 
         Spotted Ground Thrush 

Unfortunately Crispin had to go to work so was unable to accompany the group for the entire time 

and, as it was quite a large crowd, we split into smaller groups with most of us seeming to find the 

same species.  The Purple Crested Turaco called from the higher area and then suddenly gave us a 

spectacular fly-past.  Sombre Greenbuls called happily from the canopy, as usual just where they 

could not been seen, Bar-throated Apalis were very vocal and Terrestrial Brownbuls nattered in the 

undergrowth.   

We didn’t do a final tally but a short discussion seemed to 

indicate that we had seen at least 38 species, which was a 

good count for a winter’s morning.  After enjoying a 

welcome cuppa some of us wandered off to see if there 

was anything exciting close by.  We were fortunate to 

spot a pair of Green Twinspots at the edge of the path 

behind the park buildings.  They were very elusive and 

unfortunately no photographs were possible in spite of 

following them along the path for quite a distance.  An 

unexpected sighting was an African Goshawk cruising 

overhead.   

Once again, Pigeon Valley provided a wonderful venue for some mid-winter birding at a warmer 

temperature than would have been possible in the Midlands!  Thank you to Crispin for, once again, 

being willing to spend some time with our group.  

Report by Anita Divall and photos by Norman Freeman. 

 

Sat. 28 July – Coordinated Avifaunal Roadcount (CAR) – WINTER 2018 

The 2018 Winter CAR took place on Saturday 28 July in good conditions to start with but 

becoming increasingly windy during the day on most routes.    Route KM08 is now counted on 

the Sunday as it is too dangerous on the road in the Greytown area on the last Saturday of the 

month.  Route KM07 is now also safer to count on the Sunday but this year had to be done on 

the Saturday.  Some of the roads travelled on the designated routes are deteriorating badly with 

no repair work being done for years. 

 

Counts for all three species of Crane were down but Tanya Smith of EWT assures us that all 

three species are doing well, so we shouldn’t be overly concerned about lower counts.  Spur-

winged Geese continue to increase and Jackal Buzzards look good – with 12 juveniles 

included in the count of 70.  Both species of Crow were reduced but White-necked Raven were 

more evident with 22 counted on KM02.  A surprise sighting for the Winter count were six 

White Storks on Route KM03.   The sighting of 8 Denham’s Bustard on KM08 – Greytown 

route – was good news.   
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SPECIES 2018 2017 2016 

Blue Crane 42 111 59 

Grey Crowned Crane 148 293 210 

Wattled Crane 15 29 39 

Black-headed Heron 90 112 73 

Spur-winged Goose 1032 411 987 

Jackal Buzzard 70 52 63 

Long-crested Eagle 12 12 18 

Black shouldered Kite 20 4 19 

Secretary Bird 11 7 10 

Pied Crow 78 131 63 

Cape Crow 142 173 34 

White-necked Raven 47 8 16 

Helmeted Guineafowl 343 358 150 

Sthn Bald Ibis 55 117 21 

Swainson’s Spurfowl 2 12 3 

Denham’s Bustard 8 1 1 

White Stork 6 0 0 

    

Oribi 3 7 9 

    

 

 

My thanks go to those who volunteered to assist with this important citizen science project, giving 

of their time and fuel to monitor our ‘big’ birds.  Even though the Animal Demographic Unit in 

Cape Town no longer exists, the information gathered in this project is still invaluable in 

monitoring planned developments, mining, wind farms etc., across our country. 

Report by Peter Divall – Precinct Organiser 
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BirdLife KZN Midlands - Winter 2018 CWACS 

 

The water bird counts were completed in early August and 

extended over a longer period due to a cold front during July. 

Intensive farming was noticed at three of the five counts, with 

increased use of Centre Pivots and electric fences. This means 

higher use of water from the dams and wetlands and future 

counts will have to take note of any change in bird numbers. 

At Albert Falls Dam the huge amount of litter left by the 

fishermen was noted as a danger to waterfowl getting 

entangled in the line and plastic. 

After two years drought and low levels of water in the dam, 

Theo Cave could at last help us with a count from his boat, 

because Albert Falls Dam level had risen to 54%. 

A local farmer at Albert Falls Dam has been involved over 

a couple of months in having his friends take part in duck 

shoots even though there is a dedicated Bird Sanctuary in 

that area of the dam.         African Spoonbill 

The observers on the boat count came to an island and found 8 Spurwing Geese and 14 Egyptian 

Geese dead. They must have managed to get to the island and then died. Ezemvelo seems not to be 

taking any responsibility. 

The good news is that a flock of 32 Grey Crowned Cranes 

and a flock of 20+ Wattled Cranes have been seen roosting 

at the Crane Conservancy in the Karkloof. 

The number of birds counted at: 

Gartmore Farm – 265 

Midmar Dam – 465  

Albert Falls Dam – 1206 

Hlatikulu – 461 

Darvill Sewage Works – 773 

Total number of birds counted was 3170 and the number 

of species counted was 37.  
              Grey Crowned Cranes 
 

I would like to thank all the observers that helped with the survey. Without you this would have 

been a daunting task. 

Report and photos by Eve Hughes. 
 

Comment by Karin Nelson 

Just for general info, I spoke to Brent Coverdale at Forum on Saturday re the shooting of geese. 

According to the law, between 31 May and 31 August licensed hunters may shoot Spur-winged and 

Egyptian Goose, amongst others, on private land. No bag/daily limit. 

 

A bird that Karin had ringed as a juvenile at Free Me on 13/10/2017 was killed/shot for sport 

hunting on 16/06/2018 at Albert Falls Dam. 
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Sun. 05 August – Darvill 

This was a fairly quiet outing with pleasant but unremarkable birding. A 

second immature Capped Wheatear has replaced the original one, still in the 

vicinity of the Duzi Turf offices. This young bird has a growth of some kind 

on one foot.  

Report by Viv O’Neill and photo by Tyron Dall. 
 

 

Sun. 19 August – Doreen Clarke Reserve 

  

Around a dozen birders joined leader Jane Irvine at this small 

forest reserve in Hilton. We divided into two groups, heading 

off in opposite directions around the circular walk. Some 

special forest species were seen, making for a great outing.  As 

usual, forest birding  required  great patience and stealth – and 

craned necks!                    

                                                   

 

 

Birds seen included Knysna Turaco, Chorister Robin-Chat, 

White-starred Robin, Lemon Dove and Blue-mantled Crested 

Flycatcher. 

Report and group photo by Viv O’Neill. 
 

                                                                 
          White-starred Robin (Paul Bartho) 
  

 

Wed. 29 August  – Doreen Clarke Reserve 

 

As this reserve was visited on Sunday no report is necessary for Wednesday. 

 

Sat. 01 September – BirdLife KZN Forum at WESSA 

Colin Summersgill once again arranged an interesting 

programme for the day with nine people giving 

presentations on a variety of topics and each speaker 

was allowed 30 minutes including question time. Tea 

was provided during the morning and afternoon 

breaks and most participants brought a picnic lunch 

to have under the trees near the centre. This allowed 

for some stimulating discussions. 

Peter Divall welcomed about 40 members plus 25 

students from UKZN to the Forum. He noted that 

there were a number of other activities on during the 

weekend which may have had an impact on attendance at the forum 

 

Fanie du Plessis, Operations & Finance Manager of BLSA gave a comprehensive overview of 

the BirdLife SA., which is one of 121 BirdLife organizations in the world. It is headed by the CEO 

Mark Anderson, and the organization’s activities basically stand on two legs: a Business Division 

and a Conservation Objective. 
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The Business Division includes all events, environmental education, policy and advocacy. The 

organization’s Vision & Mission Statements and strategic goals are measured annually. BLSA’s 

budget has increased from R.12m in 2010 to R.37m in 2018, of which one third is allocated to the 

Business Division and two thirds to Conservation. Income is derived from many sources including 

Fund Raising,  Conservation League Status (tax rebates), Legacy Programmes (Wills), Charitable 

Trusts and Private Companies (Sponsors). Many different events are arranged annually including 

Flock (AGMs), the Owl Awards, Bird Fairs, Bird of the Year, African BirdLife Magazine and 

Posters and Bill Boards. Environmental Education is done at the Wakkerstroom centre which has 

recently been extensively renovated.    

BLSA Conservation Objectives are many and varied and stand on 

three pillars viz. the Terrestrial Bird Programme, Seabird 

Conservation and International Out-Reach.  

The Terrestrial Bird Programme includes: 

 the monitoring of lead in birds, especially vultures; 

  monitoring of shy birds ie the White–winged Flufftail which 

has been found breeding in SA for the first time; 

  home range estimates of marked birds eg Black Stork, Taita 

Falcon and  Secretary Birds;  

 identification and surveying of Important Bird & Biodiversity 

Areas (IBAs);  

 Protection of Protected Environments.    
                Steve Davis                                        

The Seabird Conservation Programme includes a roll-out of the very successful by-catch lines 

project;  

 Marion Island – cats were eliminated from the island during the 1980s.  BLSA is now 

driving an initiative to eliminate mice from the island;  

 African Penguin Project to establish a colony at De Hoop. 

 

The International Outreach Programme aims to develop Key Biodiversity Areas especially in 

other parts of Africa where governments and conservation organization are less well developed. 

 

Brent Coverdale gave an Update from Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife. 

International Vulture Day is observed on 1
st
 September annually. After a short video on vultures 

by Hank Conservation Trust, Brent spoke about the captive breeding programme of the 

Lammergeier. During the past four years the project has raised five captive bred birds and the aim is 

to establish 20 breeding pairs! The Zululand Vulture Tracking Project aims to have 20 marked 

birds.  

Wattled Cranes – this project aims to establish a captive population of cranes for release. Two 

young captive-reared birds were released in July 2018. One is fully integrated into the wild 

population but the other has not done so.  

General 

The proposed Eskom power lines near Hluhluwe-Imfolosi Park still remains a challenge, as does 

the proposed development of the Smithfield Dam on the Umkomaas River. 

A survey of Oribi numbers is undertaken annually in September on private farms. 

Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife works closely with many different partners such as BLSA on vultures and 

rallids. 

Brent asked people to be on the lookout for House Crows which had recently been reported near 

Winterton. 
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Daniel Dolpire – The Sentinels 

Daniel showed a video of Wattled, Grey-crowned and Blue Cranes which will appear in his soon-

to-be published book “The Sentinels”. David Allan has written the text supporting Daniel’s 

excellent photographs.  

 

 

 

Chronicles of the UKZN School of Life Sciences.  

Preshnee Singh, a research assistant at the School of Life 

Sciences, gave an interesting presentation on the establishment 

of the UKZN Bird Group for post graduates at the university. 

The aim was to cultivate an interest in birds in a relaxed 

environment through a number of regular activities. The group 

was launched at the start of 2016.  

There are weekly activities during the week and ringing at 

Darvill on a Saturday morning. Earlier in 2018 a Capped 

Wheatear pitched up at Darvill and was featured on the front 

page of The Witness. The group were able to ring the bird and discovered that there was, in fact, 

more than one bird present at Darvill. Activities have included visits to the African Bird of Prey 

Sanctuary, both the Natal and Durban Museums, the Amur Falcon roost in Mooi River and Yellow-

billed Kite roost on the Wartburg road; participation in the Durban Bay bird counts and 

participation in the Birding Big Day in 2016 and 2017, which they plan to do again in 2018. The 

group also assists in research projects and other ringing projects.   

 

Deryck Day - The status of the Birds of the Ambers.  

The Ambers is a 250ha estate next to WESSA and bordering the uMngeni river valley. It was 

established between 2006 and 2018 and about 50% of the area is undeveloped. A bird list has been 

kept since 2007 which now stands at 272 species and a study of the status of the birds over a 60 

month period since 2013 has shown that 53 species have been recorded in over 54 months and 70% 

of the species may be recorded in any calendar year. This is an on-going study and only 25% of the 

species are currently known to breed in the Ambers. This is an area for future study.  

 

Changes in English Bird Names from 1940 to 2016 
Eckhart Buchmann gave an entertaining presentation on the changes in English bird names from 

1940 to 2016 and published a paper in Ostrich in May 2018. The question is - why change bird 

names? -  and answers are usually globalisation and standardisation; differing regional names; and 

different species with the same name. The IOC has decreed that each species should only have one 

name and that the established name should prevail. Eckhart has shown that this is not always the 

case. Some species have had many name changes and 56% of the 813 species on the South African 

bird list have had name changes! The bottom line is that we should enjoy our birds. 

 

The Owl Box Project 2018.  

Tammy Caine gave an update on the project since March 2017, which was originally started in 

2014 and aims to educate the public about owls. To date 88 Spotted Eagle Owl, 62 Barn Owl, 25 

Wood Owl and 19 bat boxes have been installed, and of these, 13 owl boxes and two bat boxes have 

been occupied.  

Research has shown that young owls raised in a nest box will usually return to a nest box to breed. 

Camera traps are being used to monitor activities at nest sites and pellets are collected for analysis 

of prey. To date there are no conclusive results regarding the best location, aspect or height of nest 

boxes.  
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WESSA’s Curriculum-based Outdoor Education. 

Vivo Venter gave an interesting and encouraging presentation on WESSA administration’s recent 

move to Pietermaritzburg and the revamping of the centre at uMngeni Nature Reserve for 

environmental education. The reserve is their 900ha outdoor classroom, providing a practical for 

classroom lessons. WESSA caters for the entire schooling system – “People Caring for the Earth”. 

Six to seven thousand learners pass through WESSA’s facility at uMngeni Valley each year. There 

are 10 instructors and each instructor works with 10 to 15 learners.    

uMngeni Valley also manages an Environmental Education centre in Durban, concentrating on the 

beaches; and one at Kathu in the Northern Cape. The operation at Twinstreams, Mtunzini is a 

separate WESSA operation.  WESSA manages the successful Blue Flag beach programme and 

because beaches away from popular resorts are being neglected, they have developed a new 

programme called the Green Beach Programme to address this problem.  

 

Bird Club Projects  

Ian Gordon, co-ordinator of SABAP2, gave a short report on SABAP and BirdLasser. There are 

1293 pentads in KZN and 99.6% of these are covered, however five pentads have no data at all! 

There are currently 747 active observers and a trend has been observed that there are fewer atlas 

records coming in for more distant pentads from the main centres. This could be related to the 

recent fuel price increases.  

Ian reminded members that BirdLasser does not require data to operate and it is a useful tool for 

atlassing and recording birds. He is planning a workshop in KZN soon for those interested in using 

BirdLasser.  

 

CWAC AND CAR 

Eve Hughes, co-ordinator of CWAC, gave a brief update of the winter counts done at five sites in 

the Midlands.  

Peter Divall, co-ordinator CAR, gave a brief report on the recent counts in the Midlands. 

The FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology is taking over CWAC and CAR as the ADU has 

ceased operation. The Institute is currently assessing the viability of these  projects to determine the 

way forward.  

  

Thus ended a very interesting and informative day. The next Forum will be in March 2018. 

Thanks to the organizers and all participants. 

Report by Deryck H. Day and photos by Viv and Roger O’Neill.    

              

 

 

Sun. 02 September – Darvill 

A dull Darvill morning greeted the Spring outing, with 

ten birders joining leader Gordon Bennett. The ground 

was very dry. The processing tanks yielded the expected 

Lesser Striped and Wire-tailed Swallows, as well as 

Pied Wagtails, and a Three-banded Plover. The canal 

near the tanks held an Egyptian Goose family with ten 

goslings, while overhead we saw Brown-throated 

Martins and a single African Black Swift. The 

Msunduzi River held a Hamerkop and a single African 

Black Duck, while the trees close to the river road held 

a juvenile Klaas’s Cuckoo, five Black-bellied Starlings,            Gordon, the only one checking for birds! 

and Sombre Greenbuls.  
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On the way up to the ponds, we saw a Long-crested Eagle; which, apart from several Yellow-billed 

Kites, was the only raptor seen on the walk. The trees and scrub to the east of the ponds have been 

cleared - a sad sight.  

 

 

 

Pond 4 held all three teal species, as well as many Black-

winged Stilts.  Across on the Duzi Turf fields, we counted 

35 White Storks. We walked along the bottom of Pond 4, 

with Raucous (or Guttural?) toads providing a wonderful 

sound vibration experience. Less wonderful was the group 

of seven hunters and 20 dogs who brazenly walked 

between Ponds 3 and 4. The Pond 4  berm held a group of 

breeding Lesser Masked Weavers.  
       

Back at the car park, we had a quick but unsuccessful look 

for the immature Capped Wheatear, recently seen at 

Darvill. 

 Black-winged Stilts                   Report by Viv O’Neill and photos by Roger O’Neill. 

 

 

 

Sun. 16 September - Benvie 

 

Eight birders joined leader Ian Gordon on a cool morning 

at Benvie. The group had good views of Orange Ground 

Thrush, Olive Woodpecker, Grey Cuckooshrike and Green 

Twinspot.  

Report by Viv O’Neill. 

Photo by Peter Divall 

 

 

 

       
         Grey Cuckoo-Shrike 

Wed. 26 September – Benvie 

 

 

The mist was rising out of the valley as 22 of us set off from the Amber 

Ridge parking area wondering what sort of day this would bring  as the 

mist could linger and spoil our chances of good birding.  However it 

soon cleared into a cool sunshine day and after arriving at the picnic 

spot we split into two groups, one led by Eve Hughes and the other by 

Drummond Densham.  We were extremely fortunate to see a Grey 

Cuckooshrike and a pair of Narina Trogons, beautifully captured by 

Paul Bartho’s camera. 

Amongst the 35 birds recorded by Drummond, either heard or seen, 

were the African Emerald Cuckoo, Orange Ground-Thrush,  
 

 

 

Narina Trogon by Paul Bartho 
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Red-backed Mannikin, Olive Woodpecker, Crowned 

Hornbill, Knysna Turaco, both the Collared and the 

Greater Double-collared Sunbird,  African Fish-Eagle 

and Black-headed Oriole.  The Oriole was particularly 

noisy and there must have been several birds outdoing 

each other in a territorial competition. Another great 

photo was Peter Divall’s  Orange Ground-Thrush with 

breakfast in its beak.      

 Of course the azaleas and clivias were splendid in their 

spring clothes and added to the pleasure of walking 

through these beautiful gardens.  Everyone enjoyed a         Orange Ground-Thrush by Peter Divall 

get-together afterwards discussing the birds they had seen.        

Report by Rosemary Forrester. 

 

 

EVENING TALKS: 

Wed. 18 July – Brent Coverdale 

“Successful avian conservation in an ever-changing landscape – Conservation action making birds 

relevant”, was the title of Brent’s most interesting talk.  With amusing slides he called our attention 

to the type of equipment that was in use 18 years ago.  A slide projector, for instance, with a slide 

tray all neatly arranged for the show, and then it tumbles to the ground – oh horrors!  And what 

about photos in those days, they cost such a lot of money to develop?   Thank goodness for digital 

cameras, remote cameras, camera traps, drones; even bird books are becoming obsolete with the 

availability of Bird Apps, and whereas one used to make lists in notebooks, now BirdLasser solves 

the hunt for a pencil and paper.  Instagram – WhatsApp –YouTube – Facebook.  These media are 

all used when a rarity appears and instantaneously information is spread. 

 

Monitoring has also changed.  Ornithologists used to lug heavy equipment into the bush and study 

1/50,000 maps - now everything is captured on the cell phone and sent back to the office.  The 

trouble with old maps is that sometimes the road has changed since the map was drawn.   Brent 

gave an example of looking for Blue Swallow nests carefully marked near a road on the old map.  

Of course the nests couldn’t be found as the road had changed, the map had not. 

 

Drones are another extremely useful, cost effective accessory which can be monitored on a tablet 

taking photos when necessary, particularly of nests in cliff and mountainous areas.  Using 

technology of Google Earth, vultures can be tracked travelling well beyond their protected areas.  

Wattled Crane roosting sites can be checked as suitable for birds, and farmers can be advised so that 

the sites are protected.  In 2017, with this technology, 10 Blue Swallow nests were found on a farm 

that hadn’t been surveyed for years. 

 

Wind farms threaten cliff nesting vultures and, using satellite technology,  predictions can be made 

as to where the vultures are spending their time and it will be on the ridges where the turbines are.  

These turbines are established in high risk zones and have a massive impact on foraging vultures 

that don’t see the blade descending on them and knocking them out of the sky. 

 

Brent asked us to all get involved, report tagged vultures and vulture sightings on 

www.projectvulture.org.za  and to practice proper use of pesticides.  He thanked all his sponsors 

and even Eskom! 

Report by Rosemary Forrester 

 

 

http://www.projectvulture.org.za/
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Tue. 14 August - Woodgrove 

 

At this meeting, Nicolette and Tickey Forbes gave a repeat 

of their Howick presentation on a visit to the Pantanal, the 

word’s largest wetland. This area experiences an annual 

cycle of inundation and dessication. A visit is best in the 

dry season! This comprehensive presentation covered 

habitat, mammals and birds, and what an amazing 

abundance and variety of wildlife is to be seen. One of the  

highlight birds was the Hyacinth Macaw, the largest 

macaw in the world, which can live up to 50 years in the 

wild.  

 
        Hyacinth Macaw (image: wildrepublic.com) 

 

 

 

 

Another highlight was Jabiru Stork, the tallest 

flying bird in South and Central America.  

Fascinatingly, the entire wetland ecosystem 

depends on the Apple snails. These molluscs have 

a‘snorkel’ allowing them to ‘breathe’ oxygen 

under water. They eat vegetation (rotting due to 

inundation), thereby recycling it into accessible 

nitrogen and 

phosporous.  

  
         Jabiru Stork (image: David Schenfield 
 

In addition, the snail itself is food to a number of predators, 

including caimans. 

Report by Viv.O’Neill 
Apple snail (image: applesnail.net) 
 

Wed. 15 August – Tanya Smith: Cranes in Africa 

Cranes are always a very popular and important subject and this evening Tanya spoke to us about 

“Cranes in Africa – ambassadors for landscape conservation”.  The theme was “rehabilitation and 

restoration in the environment”.  As Aldo Leopold, the American author, philosopher, scientist 

ecologist and environmentalist, so eloquently put it  “land is not merely soil, it is a fountain of 

energy flowing through a circuit of soils, plants and animals.”  There has recently been a profound 

impact on conservation thinking to include soils, plants and animals. The African Crane 

Conservation believes in this ethic and works towards it. 

Cranes depend on wetlands, and with no cranes we have a problem.  There are 15 species 

throughout the world, except for South America,  and they all depend on wetlands and grasslands 

and of these 15 species, 10  are endangered.  Here in KZN the current rate of loss is 50% if we carry 

on the way we are at the moment.  Cranes provide an excellent way for communicating with 

farmers and a relationship can be built up with landowners through these charismatic birds.  It is 
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essential to create a safe space for cranes to thrive and yet improve people’s lives at the same time, 

as one can’t conserve one without the other. 

There has been a huge loss of habitat in South Africa, but after working with nearly 100 farmers at 

least 100,000 hectares has formally been proclaimed protected in the last 4 years. This is a huge 

success and there has been good environmental legislation in order to negotiate with farmers for 

conservation.  With the Biodiversity Stewardship Programme the whole farm can be declared a 

protected area. 

The catchment areas of the Vaal, Usutu, Olifants, uMgeni, Mooi, uMzimkulu and Chrissiemeer are 

now part of the protected environment.  In the lake district of Chrissiemeer,  270 lakes and 85,000 

hectares was the largest protected region in South Africa until last year, working with 53 

landowners to preserve around 70% of the area.  For the next 30 years the land is committed to 

conservation, which is a great achievement.  4000 people live in the catchment area and working 

with the broader community is improving their lives. 

 

Kafue Flats Zambia 

Half the world population of Wattled Cranes live on the flood plains of Zambia, living in harmony 

with the Lechwe antelope. Two dams on either side of the plains are badly affected with mimosa 

pigne, an alien bush that has crept in over the last 30 years and is now an impenetrable thorny mass 

that nothing gets through.  In 2006 it was under control but now it has moved in again and a great 

effort is being made to clear 3000 hectares - so far 800 have been cleaned up. A new bio-control is 

being used; a South American stem-boring moth, looking like a wasp, that lays eggs in the mimosa, 

the eggs hatch and eat the plant. The risk is that when the mimosa is eliminated where does the 

moth go next? 

 

Wetland rehabilitation.   

In the 1960s Ivanhoe farm up the Dargle got a certificate for successfully draining the wetlands!  

Now the government is paying millions to re-establish the wetlands.  Berms are being built to stop 

outflow and to spread sediment to create wetlands and bring back the Wattled Cranes, as they nest 

in marshy surroundings. 

Communities rely on wetlands, harvesting water, fishing, food and fodder for livestock.  Most 

catchment areas are transformed and any conservation has to address the people, as habits can’t be 

changed without offering alternatives. 

In Rwanda there are 300,000 people living off a 7000 hectares peat-land and a pilot project of  bee- 

keeping and fodder production has been started in exchange for conservation action.  Using 

wetlands for fodder is damaging for the cranes so 100,000 grass seedlings have been given to the 

people to grow their own fodder as an integrated approach to conservation.  The good news is that 

the cranes are on the increase. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester. 

 

Wed.  19 September – Tammy Caine: Vultures in Crisis 

Tammy Caine, who worked with birds of prey for the last 12 years, has now joined the team at 

FreeMe KZN in Howick. The subject of her talk was “Vultures in Crisis”, as the numbers of all the 

vultures species, except for the Palm Nut Vulture, are declining.  In fact 7 species have decreased 

by over 80%, with Ruppell’s Vulture at 97%, which makes it genetically extinct and will not be 

able to recover.  What is saving the Palm Nut Vulture from a similar fate is that it does not feed in 

big congregations and has a coastal habitat.  The Lappet-faced Vulture has never had large numbers  

and with a population of around 338 adults, is only on the endangered list, whereas the White-

backed Vulture with a greater population, is critically endangered.  The most worrying thing is that 

the Egyptian Vulture is now extinct in South Africa. 

Power lines and wind farms are not illegal but claim 9% of vultures; the muthi trade is controversial 

but has always been around, claiming 29% of the vulture population; illegal poisoning is the big 

one, checking in at 61%. 
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Eskom is doing quite a lot about the power lines but the trouble is that the birds can’t see the cables 

and collide with them.  In the case of the wind turbines, the vultures are not looking ahead but 

scanning the ground for carcasses with the turbines and the birds using the same thermals.  In the 

muthi trade, vulture parts offer the user intelligence and clairvoyance and 80% of the population use 

traditional medicine.  It is estimated that there are 130,000 traders making R.950 to R.2000 per 

annum. 

In the case of poachers the carcasses are poisoned so that the vultures don’t indicate dead rhino or 

elephant by circling in the sky and, of course, there is a benefit of the by-kill - selling vulture parts. 

Diclofenac, an anti-inflammatory and pain killer, is fatal to vultures and  is used as medication on 

cattle:  should the animal die, the carcass is put out for the vultures.  Euthanized meat is also fatal to 

vultures because of the chemical used to kill the animal.   

Recently a lion killed a cow in a rural area and so the owner poisoned the carcass to get the lion 

when it came back to feed.  However he killed a whole lot more animals than just the lion, 

including 55 White-backed Vultures. 

 

Traditionally vulture body parts have always been of value, but the increase of an impoverished 

population has increased the trade, including the black market trade by organised crime syndicates. 

Education programmes help and the question is how to get the message out and at the same time be 

non-confrontational.  The value of vultures has to be stressed,  in that they have a niche in the clean-

up services and are important  in disease management,  minimizing the spread of disease such as 

rabies as birds are not affected.  Outbreaks such as anthrax, brucellosis and rabies cost money to 

control. 

 

India once had a large population of vultures that would clean up at sky burials and animal 

Carcasses.  The Indian people treat their cattle with sodium diclofenac and the dead cattle poisoned 

the vultures, with the result that the feral dog population boomed, spreading diseases and 

particularly rabies.  With 25/30,000 human deaths from rabies annually and at a cost of $34 billion 

in health care between 1993 and 2006, this was a huge cost to the nation.  India is now trying to 

save the vultures and the birds are on the return with rabies incidences dropping. 

 

South Africa now has the worst rabies epidemic in 90 years and just this year there have been 270+ 

cases of animal rabies, 30 wildlife cases and 15 human deaths.  This looks much the same as what 

happened in India and human rabies is on the increase, which is why it is so important to save the 

vultures. 

 

Vulture restaurants provide a safe feeding source and once the birds know of a regular supply of 

food they will return to feed.  For example is the Oribi Gorge hide and restaurant where the Cape 

Vulture population is on the increase. 

 

However a new threat looms.  Smuggling vultures!  Overseas collectors are interested in our 

vultures and if we can’t look after them here, do we deserve them? Maybe their future of survival 

lies with the collectors overseas.  

Vulture sightings and tagged vultures can be reported to: 

www.projectvulure.org.za 

Rehabilitation centres like FreeMe KZN, CROW and Raptor Rescue care for birds and, once 

recuperated, are released, and if this is not possible they are kept for a breeding programme. 

The African Bird of Prey Sanctuary and Crocworld rescue vultures. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester 

 

 

 

 

http://www.projectvulure.org.za/
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OUT AND ABOUT 

Birthday, Birds and Berg. 

 

 At the beginning of September, Sally, Sarah and I accompanied Drummond to Giants Castle to 

monitor the vultures.  The early morning was cool and overcast, so the count started off slowly with 

just a few Bearded Vultures flying over. 

 

At tea time we celebrated Drummond’s 

birthday with tea, coffee and an assortment of 

cookies. 

As the weather cleared, the vultures flew over 

in small groups. A few Cape Vultures 

attempted to land but were harassed by the 

Ravens. A couple did land but did not try any 

of the bones. 

 

The best present for Drummond was an adult 

 Bearded Vulture landing to inspect the bones. 

On finding a good one, he fiddled with it and 

then picked it up and flew off. 

. 

The weather became very windy but that did 

not worry the birds. A beautiful Jackal 

Buzzard spent a long time pecking at the 

bones, although he had to spread his wings 

for balance, because the wind was so strong. 

A Lanner kept on swooping over but did not 

land. 

 

At lunch time some game guards arrived with 

the carcass of a poached female Eland and 

Drummond helped them open it up with his 

knife. We sat for another hour but no vultures 

landed. 
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Visitors who used the hide the following day, 

would have had wonderful sightings of the 

vultures feeding on the carcass. 

 

What a busy and enjoyable day in the 

Drakensberg. 

Report and photos by Eve Hughes 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
THE WITNESS GARDEN SHOW 
 

The garden show went well, despite 

the scary storm on Saturday morning, 

and there was quite a satisfying 

number of interested visitors.  We 

handed out every single African Bird 

Life magazine, BLSA poster and 

calendar. A few people gave their 

names and email addresses, which 

will be followed up on. 

 

The stand was awarded a Gold 

certificate, which was very gratifying 

for Twané in particular, and for all those involved.  Twané was there all weekend, and both EWT 

and Crane Foundation were represented for most of the weekend.  BLKZNM was represented for 

the full three days. We packed up on Sunday evening, which didn’t take too long, and Jiba, Ndu and 

Lindelani were all there to help pack up and carry things, thank goodness. 

 

Many thanks to Karin for collecting plants from Nkosi Nursery, and for returning them after the 

show. Thanks to Roger for helping with setting up the stand, and for being there on Saturday 

afternoon.  Viv did Friday morning, and Shirley Carter-Brown Friday afternoon, and Eve was on 

duty on Sunday morning – many thanks.  

 

Report by Sally Cumming and photo by Robert Forrester 

 

Note: 

The big storm on Saturday at the show caused a lot of consternation when lightning struck a tall 

metal pole.  Most surprising was the discovery of two unfortunate Hadeda Ibis lying dead at the foot 

of the pole.  No photograph has been included as it might upset some of our sensitive readers. 
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TAKING CARE OF YOUR WOOLLIES! 

 

This beautiful bird – the Woolly-necked Stork – often 

graces home gardens, especially in retirement estates.  

They are locally common and are doing relatively well - 

especially as estates continue to be developed. 

These iconic birds feed on frogs, large insects, worms, 

lizards, crabs and sometimes fish. 

Unfortunately they also accept food from well-meaning 

people and this is the bad news.  Raw mincemeat, 

chicken and suet are acceptable but processed meats and 

especially POLONY can kill them and their chicks due 

to high levels of preservatives. 

 

PLEASE DON’T FEED WOOLLY-NECKED STORKS ANY PROCESSED MEAT! 

 

 
WELCOME TO OUR NEW MEMBERS – 
     
Rae Osborn            Duonne Erasmus           Tammy Caine            Toni McGhie 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to everyone who contributed to our newsletter, the great photographs and reports that 

help make it so interesting.  Do join in by sending articles of interest and photos to 

rnrforrester@gmail.com  

 

Enjoy the months ahead and the birds in their beautiful new spring colours. 

 

Rosemary Forrester 

Editor 

mailto:rnrforrester@gmail.com

