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        Blue Crane – photo by Chris Theron      

 

BIRDLIFE KZN MIDLANDS CLUB E-NEWSLETTER 

1st QUARTER – JANUARY TO MARCH 2015 

 

THE BLUE CRANE - OUR NATIONAL BIRD -  IS ‘BIRD OF THE YEAR 2015’ 

 

 

CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 

As many of you already know, I have stepped down as Chairman of the BirdLife KZN Midlands 

Club, and now have the privilege of introducing our new Chairman, Peter Divall.  Peter was the 

Chairman of the Birdlife Free State for many years and brings a lot of experience with him, as well 

as contacts in Birdlife SA and the birding fraternity.  He is well known to us in the KZN Midlands 

Bird Club as he has been very active in arranging interesting and informative speakers at our indoor 

meetings and he and his wife Anita accompany most of our outdoor meetings.  He strives to serve 

the Club's best interests in any way he can and there are always challenges when looking after an 

organisation like ours.  I am confident he will rise to the occasion and I wish him every success as 

Chairman of our Club.   

Drummond Densham - Outgoing Chairman. 

  

I am sure that all of you as members of our Club, will join me in thanking Drummond very much 

indeed for his Chairmanship during the past 5 years. Drummond took over in February 2010 from 

Adam Riley, when it was decided to merge the PMB and Howick committees into one, and he 

brought with him his vast knowledge of wildlife structures, the people involved who could help us 

in many ways, and his expertise in all aspects of birding, trees, etc., and we have benefitted so much 

from how he has led the Club to growth and stability. He is going to be missed very much, but on 

the positive side we still have him as a Committee member! 

Good luck and many thanks Drummond, have a little bit of rest, but not much I am afraid.  

Pam Nicol – Membership. 

 

OUTINGS  

Sun 4 Jan - Darvill 

A keen group of 11 birders met at Darvill for the first outing 

of the year, led by Gordon Bennett. On a muggy morning, it 

was good to see the Goliath Heron pair present in their usual 

area, although one was flushed by some hunters’ dogs. The 

highlight along the canal was a Western Yellow Wagtail, 

spotted by Colin Summersgill. This species was last 

reported at Darvill in February, 2013. We were also  

entertained by a Marsh Harrier quartering persistently along  

 

Photo: Long grass at Darvill 
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the lower edges of the ponds. Along the canal, we also saw Willow Warbler and Yellow-throated 

Longclaw – and a Water Leguaan. 

       

At the ponds, the heavy growth of vegetation seems to 

be suiting some of the species, with Squacco Heron and 

Purple Swamphen being seen more frequently. A pair of 

Southern Pochard watched the scene from a bank and 

both Little Rush-warbler and Lesser Swamp-warbler 

called persistently. A pair of Grey crowned Cranes flew 

intermittently above the top ponds. We were not done 

with reptiles and the group were lucky to see an African 

Rock Python with a significant tummy bulge (not a 

pregnancy!). A Malachite Kingfisher was seen.  The 

canal flowing strongly at Darvill and all the Teals were present,       The canal flowing strongly at Darvill 

along with the expected water birds – Common Moorhen, Red-knobbed Coot, and Little Grebe, 

Black-winged Stilt, Ruff and Wood Sandpiper.     

After the walk, some members drove along the top of the turf fields in search of the Abdim’s Stork 

seen in mid-December. This quest was without success, although a fair number of White Stork was 

present.  

Report and photos by Viv O’Neill.  

 

Sun 11 Jan – Bayhead. 

Eleven members left PMB bright and early for a trip to Bayhead on Sunday 11 January. Ably led by 

Gordon Bennett, we stopped in first at Happy Valley to catch up with some coastal forest birds 

while waiting for the tide at Bayhead. There was not much happening at the hide other than some 

very confiding Bronze Manikins in the reeds below. The hide is well cared for and the waterway to 

the main body of water had just been sprayed to keep the water vegetation in check, allowing an 

opening from the hide to the main body of water. The well-maintained trail through the forest 

yielded some good views of Yellow-rumped Tinkerbirds and brief glimpses of Yellow-bellied 

Greenbul. Tea was taken at the picnic site to the background of four-beat tinks of the Tinkerbirds 

and the rasping of Turacos. The SABAP2 card for this pentad ended on 44. 

 

We then moved on to Bayhead, the intrepid drivers threading their way through the heavies while 

paying close attention to the commands of their GPS's. Once through the rather detailed signing-in 

procedure, we moved along to the shore of the Bay 

itself. We arrived with the tide just coming in over the 

flats, so driving the waders back towards the shore. 

Of special interest amongst the Common Greenshanks, 

Curlew Sandpipers and Common Ringed Plovers were a 

handful of Greater Sand Plovers and Terek Sandpipers. 

Terns were few and far between with only two Caspians 

on the near shore. One was a very beseeching immature 

constantly begging and chasing the parent for food. We 

then adjourned for lunch at the gate with the SABAP2 

card on 40.                                                                                The group watching a Little Bee-eater 

                  Photo by Colin Summersgill 
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After lunch the group broke up, with some going home, 

some staying to walk through the mangroves and four 

others deciding to nip up the coast to try for the Great 

Snipe seen last week at the Sappi Stanger's Mbozambo 

Wetlands. These wetlands are really worth the trip, with a 

well maintained hide and a number of birds within easy 

view. Alas, no Great, or any other Snipe on view, but the 

number and constant jostling, between bouts of afternoon 

sun-induced torpor, of an eclectic mix of waterbirds on 

the spit in front of the hide was certainly entertaining.  

Bird sizes ranged from Little Stint to Great White Pelican.        

 Bayhead tide coming in                   The SABAP2 card for this pentad ended on 66. 

             Photo by Viv. O’Neill                   Report by Colin Summersgill. 

 
Wed 28 Jan. Boschoek Golf Estate 

On a rather damp Wednesday, Jan 28
th

 a group of us went on our monthly outing, this time to 

Boschoek Golf Estate. Actually it turned out to be quite rewarding with many interesting sightings, 

ending with a slap up tea and sandwiches provided by the Golf Estate for us all! 

Little Rush Warblers, Moorhens, Red-knobbed Coots, Little Grebes, Egyptian and Spur-winged 

Geese, Reed and White-breasted Cormorants were all seen, White-faced Whistling Ducks and a 

Yellow-billed Duck with 10 chicks. 

Forest Birds included a Red-chested Cuckoo, Sombre Greenbul, Drakensberg and Tawny-flanked 

Prinias, Cape Batis, Southern Boubou, Green-backed Camaroptera, Forest Canary and Common 

Waxbills. Eve Hughes had a wonderful sighting of a Little Bittern, which was only heard calling by 

a couple of us, but that probably was the highlight of the outing.  In total we saw or heard about 50+ 

birds, not too bad for a damp morning. 

Report by Pam Nicol. 

 

Mon to Fri. 2 to 6 Feb. 

BirdLife KZN Midlands visit to Mkhuze Game Reserve   

 

The group left in rainy conditions on Monday 2
 
February and 

headed to Mkhuze for a four night stay.  We made a quick 

lunch-time stop at Nseleni, where a Yellow-rumped Tinkerbird 

displayed and called from the top of a dead tree.  We had 

decided to enter by the east gate, but this took a lot longer than 

anticipated as the road beyond Muzi pans is in a terrible state, 

with huge potholes, cattle and goats lying in the road, 

pedestrians, cyclists and chickens being the hazards along the 

way!  Entry at the gate is a laborious process but we eventually 

made our way to the tented camp at Mantuma, just before an 

approaching storm arrived!  This resulted in an electricity black-

out for the rest of the evening.  Tuesday morning was overcast 

and cool and people set off in small groups and various 

directions to see what birds they could find.   

 
Eurasian Hobby. Photo by Peter Divall 

 

Most groups saw many of the usual birds of the area and also reported many Raptor species, 

including Wahlberg’s, Booted, Lesser Spotted and Tawny Eagles – interestingly, many of them 

juveniles and sub-adults. One great sighting was an Eurasian Hobby. The new hide at Kumasinga is 
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a wonderful facility, but the protected walkway from the parking area to the hide, as protection from 

the lions which have been introduced to the park, still needs to be built.   

 

The new hides and toilet block at Nsumo Pan are 

really ‘state-of-the-art’ facilities!  On Wednesday 

most of the group travelled to Sodwana in very 

hot and humid conditions.    We stopped at Muzi 

pans but the area was very dry and the birds were 

in the distance.  Nevertheless, we were able to 

see Pelicans, Spoonbills, varieties of Egrets, 

Purple and Goliath Herons etc., but, generally, 

the area was very disappointing.                                                                               

    

At Sodwana, the parking area and facilities are 

now being handled by the local community and 

are, sadly, in   need of urgent upgrading and general     White-faced duck. Photo by Margaret Parker 

tidying up of the area. 

       

We enjoyed tea in the parking area near the chalets and caravan park before taking a short walk on 

the beach, where a few White-fronted Plovers and Pied Wagtails were all that was seen!  As the 

heat was, by now, really oppressive, we headed back to camp.  On a drive, later in the afternoon, we 

were excited to find two large flocks of European Rollers as well as quite a few frantic bird parties 

as there were large late emergences on which they were all feeding.  Near the swimming pool in 

camp, many were delighted to see Pink-throated Twinspots and a juvenile Red-Chested Cuckoo.  In 

the evening we all enjoyed a communal braai in the lapa until load-shedding kicked in at 20:00.  On 

Thursday, some of the party joined the Fig Forest Walk, which they enjoyed although it was 

disappointing in terms of birds seen.   

 

Some had a fleeting view of a Pel’s Fishing 

Owl as it flew off.  The rest of us did drive-

outs in various directions – again, in very 

hot conditions.  That afternoon on our drive 

we came upon another termite emergence.  

We stopped at a flock of European Rollers 

and Lesser Spotted Eagles and watched in 

amazement at their antics.  Suddenly, two 

Steppe Eagles flew in – which was an 

amazing sight.  That night, following a 

spectacular storm, we had load-shedding 

again so everyone got organised to cope 

with that.   

It was a great excursion, but the state of 

Mkhuze facilities and roads is a little  

disappointing.  Our thanks go to Eve Hughes                     Steppe Eagle. Photo by Peter Divall 

for her organisation of the much-enjoyed trip!                        

Report  by Peter Divall.  

 

 

Wed. 25 Feb Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme 

This was one of the more distant visits planned in recent months and a lot of people were put off by 

how far they had to travel - around 220kms each way.  However ten of us were curious enough to 
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find out what Ingula was all about, and we were so pleased we did.  It was one of the more 

spectacular destinations we have been to with regard to majestic scenery and sweeping views of the 

Little Drakensberg, as well as the extraordinary Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme. On our way in we 

saw a Denham’s Bustard, a single Secretary Bird, and then a pair of Secretary Birds a little later on. 

We were met at the Visitors Centre by Robin Colyn of BirdLife South Africa, who gave us a talk 

and slide show explaining this amazing project.  A partnership was formed between Eskom, 

BirdLife South Africa and Middelpunt Wetland Trust in 2004 to manage the impact of the Ingula 

scheme on the environment.  Ten thousand hectares around the power station have been set aside as 

a conservation area, both in the Free State and Kwa-Zulu Natal, and it will shortly be declared a 

nature reserve.  A team of professional 

environmentalists monitor all construction 

activities on site, ensuring all legal 

requirements are met. 

A pumped storage scheme needs favourable 

geology, availability of water and dam sites 

that are located relatively close together but 

with a difference in altitude.  Eskom finally 

found the perfect place north-east of Van 

Reenen’s Pass, spanning the escarpment of 

the Little Drakensberg and crossing the 

boundary between the Free State and Kwa-

Zulu Natal. This is also the continental 

watershed between the Vaal River catchment 

flowing into the Atlantic Ocean and the 

Tugela River catchment flowing into the Indian Ocean.              Braamhoek Dam 

 

The project, initially known as Braamhoek,  was changed to the indigenous name of Ingula in  

2007, meaning the creamy froth on the top of a milk calabash, much like the foaming river waters 

tumbling down the escarpment. 

There are two dams; the upper called Bedford and the 

lower, Braamhoek, and each are capable of holding 

approximately 22 million cubic metres of water.  They are 

4.6kms apart and are connected by a massive tunnel 

housing four 333 MW generators passing through the 

escarpment.  To generate electricity, water is released from 

the upper dam, passing through the turbines to the lower 

dam.  At low energy demand times, the water is pumped 

back up the tunnel to the upper dam.  The dams are totally 

sustained by rainfall and are not interrupting any river flow.  

Water is lost through seepage and evaporation. 

Robin then very kindly guided us around the site and to 

various lookout points and areas of interest, such as the 

huge wetlands stretching behind Bedford Dam, where 

White-winged Flufftails have been heard, and the high 

watershed ridge where a pair of Martial Eagles are nesting 

in the Climax forest growing in the deep gullies of the 

cliffs.  More than 285 species of birds have been recorded 

including the uncommon Yellow-breasted Pipit.  Rangers  
             Bedford Dam 

on horseback patrol this vast area, reporting back to Robin on unusual sightings of birds, mammals 

and reptiles.  They also ride along the immense power lines running across the land to check on any 

fatalities of birds flying into the high wires. 
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At one point Robin stopped our small convoy of three cars and asked us to come and look at an 

unusual feature in the short grass of a sloping hill.  There lay a petrified tree broken off into neat 

logs of about 60 cms each, the rings on the inside of each log clearly visible.  And how old was it?  

A mere 240 million years, pre-Jurassic!  He told us that while Eskom was digging the tunnel 

through the mountain they came across 

dinosaur bones which have been carefully 

stored away. 

There was so much to see, we could have 

stayed there for days and too soon it was 

time for us to leave.  On our way out, to our 

great pleasure, we met one of the Martial 

Eagles having a sip of water from a 

roadside pool.  It soon departed and soared 

away into the valley and the forest below. 

There is rigid control on all the gates to the 

conservancy and dam sites, and we were  

tested with a breathalyser by a smiling 

guard on several stops and  had to sign and 

retain receipts to get in and out of various 

areas.  
              Robin Colyn with the petrified tree 

There wasn’t much time for birding but 49 species were seen or heard, amongst them Cape Vulture, 

Amur Falcon, Ant-eating Chat, Cape Longclaw, Southern Bald Ibis and Yellow-breasted Pipit. 

Report and photos by Rosemary Forrester. 

             

Sat 28 Feb. BirdLife KZN Midlands AGM 

February is AGM month so the regular ‘third Sunday’ outing was replaced by a pre-AGM walk at 

Amber Valley, led by Deryck Day. 

 

After heavy rain overnight six brave ladies joined me at the Ambers Auditorium for a bird walk in 

inclement weather. Although there was low cloud cover all morning with a constant threat of rain, 

we were able to complete our walk without being rained upon and all had a good time. 

We drove up to Falcon Dam and did a walk of nearly two hours in the Game Area. Falcon Dam 

seldom produces much though we did see the resident Black Crake and several Reed Cormorant 

that visit the dam. The Giant Kingfishers were not showing today. Continuing along the path below 

the dam we had a brief sighting of a Broad-tailed Warbler but I 

was unable to find any others although they were heard calling on 

several occasions. We did, however, have good views of Cape 

Grassbird as well as Levaillant’s Cisticolas along the hillside 

above the stream and Lazy Cisticola in the bush area lower down 

the valley. We spent some time getting to grips with the Euplectes 

species found in the Ambers namely Red Bishop, Fan-tailed and 

Red-collared Widows, also Village Weavers in various stages of 

summer plumage. The Thick-billed Weavers were seen as well at 

the small colony along the stream. 

In the Acacia sieberiana woodland lower down the valley we were able to compare the Yellow-

fronted and Brimstone Canary. Then the highlight of the day was a fly past by a single European 

Honey Buzzard, this was the second sighting of this rare species in as many days! Yellow-billed 

Kites were also present in the area.  

The last hour before the AGM we spent birding back at lakes around Stork and Robin Dams. We 

had Black Crake on Robin Dam as well as the now resident pair of Red-knobbed Coot. During the 

Black Crake  
(image from carolinabirds.org) 
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past year coot have become a permanent resident in the Ambers and a pair are presently building a 

nest on a floating platform in the dam. 

The morning ended with a list of 52 species.   

We look forward to welcoming members and visitors to our outings. 

Report by Deryck Day. 

 

After the guided bird walk, the 26
th

 Annual General Meeting of the BirdLife KZN Midlands took 

place at the Ambers Auditorium, Amber Valley at 11am, with tea, coffee, scones and biscuits 

before the meeting began.  The Chairman, Drummond Densham, welcomed everyone and ran 

through the Agenda, which included the Minutes of the 25
th

 AGM held on 22
nd

 February, 2014, the 

Chairman’s Report, Financial Report, BLSA membership structure and the election of the 

Committee for 2015.  Drummond announced that he would be standing down as Chair but would 

remain on the Committee and a new Chair would be elected at the next BirdLife KZN Midlands 

Club meeting on 3
rd

 March, 2015.  After this meeting, the following porfolios were decided on: 

Chairman  Peter Divall 

Vice-Chairman Eve Hughes 

Secretary  Sally Cumming 

Treasurer  Viv O’Neill 

Membership  Pam Nicol 

Conservation  Karin Nelson and Drummond Densham 

Indoor Co-ordinator Peter Divall and Norman Freeman (new committee member) 

Outdoor co-ordinator Eve Hughes 

SABAP2  Colin Summersgill 

E-newsletter  Rosemary Forrester 

 

The guest speaker, David Allan, who is Curator of Birds at the Durban Natural Science Museum, 

gave an excellent talk, accompanied by slides, on the topic ‘Pelagic Birding off Durban – a window 

into another world”. 

He explained that he had always followed the trawlers to observe seabirds around the nets.  

However he learnt that it can be much more rewarding to keep away from the fishing boats and 

scatter chum on the water, attracting many more species, such as Sooty Terns, Red-footed Boobies, 

Long-tailed Jaegers and the rare Sabine’s Gull. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester. 

 

Sun. 1 March - Darvill 

A group of 11 intrepid birders (including some newcomers) gathered at a very, very wet Darvill for 

the regular first Sunday outing, led as usual by Gordon Bennett. Pietermaritzburg has experienced 

some stormy weather since the beginning of the year and for the first time in over a year, there was 

water flowing across the road. This required almost as much attention to one’s feet as to the birds! 

Grey-crowned Crane flew over while we were still at the cars. 

There were also Pied Crows and a Yellow-billed Kite. We’ll soon 

be saying farewell to these intra-African migrants. Although the 

light was initially quite poor, a Brimstone Canary was detected 

high in a gum tree.  The water was flowing strongly in the 

maturation canals but we did see some Wood Sandpipers on the 

concrete banks. A Reed Cormorant and Black-headed Heron flew 

over the road and Yellow-billed and White-faced Duck were in 

the canals. Near the end of the road, we were rewarded by an 

African Fish Eagle holding out its wings in the top of another gum.  

Barn Swallows, Lesser Striped Swallows, Brown-throated Martin, 

Misty and muddy at Darvill 
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Palm Swift and White-throated Swallow jinked overhead, while a Goliath Heron made a stately fly-

by. Red-faced Cisticola was heard, as were several Levaillant’s Cisticola and Fan-tailed 

Widowbirds.   

The very large (>100) flock of Little Grebe are still 

present on the bottom pond.  Amongst them were 

several Spurwing, including juveniles, and Cape 

Shoveller. African Black Duck were again seen on the 

pond and a Little Egret was a slightly unusual sighting 

on the middle pond. Having seen Hottentot and Red-

billed Teal on the canal and bottom pond, it was only 

on the top pond that we finally saw Cape Teal.  

A Marsh Harrier flew over while the group was on the 

dyke between bottom and middle ponds and a debate 

ensued! The exciting possibility emerged that it was a 

Western Marsh Harrier. However, it seems most likely that it was a juvenile African Marsh Harrier.  

Report and photos by Viv and Roger O’Neill. 

 

Sun. 15 March - Hillside Lodge (Bulwer) 

At 06:40 a keen and raring-to-go group of birders arrived at Hillside 

Lodge, led by Luiz Mateus.  We were immediately requested to follow 

our leader Ken Poynton (owner of Hillside Lodge) as the Cape Parrots 

had just left the lodge; we were 10 minutes too late! We eagerly followed 

Ken, drove for 1 km, got out the car, walked for 800 metres and before 

we knew it, two separate groups of birds flew overhead, affording the 

group fantastic visuals. The birds were in perfect flying formation in 

relation to the sun, the result being crystal clear views. 

We then returned to the lodge to continue birding, following a well-

marked trail where Blue Mantled Flycatcher was heard and later spotted, 

as well as other species. Most of the group proceeded to follow the trail whilst a few remained at the 

lodge preferring to bird around the house and its garden. Many other species were seen, to name a 

few; Grey Cuckooshrike, Olive Woodpecker, Olive Bush-Shrike, Brimstone and Forest Canary, 

Red-fronted Tinkerbird, Dusky Flycatcher, etc. etc. However, the highlight remained the previously 

seen Cape Parrots.  

The group then proceeded to the main house, where pancakes, jams, cream, butter (all home-made), 

coffee, etc. were served. Ken was the impeccable host and birding remained the major topic whilst 

fellowshipping with one another.   

Around 11:40, a satisfied group departed, tummies filled with delicious treats and hearts rejoicing 

as the beautiful Cape Parrot appears to be safe and sound in that neck of the woods.  

Report by Luiz Mateus. 

 

Wed. 25 March – Hillside Lodge (Bulwer) 

There is nothing more to add to this great 

report by Luiz Mateus, as we followed in 

his footsteps 10 days later and were also 

welcomed by Ken Poynton.  Like the 

previous group we had just missed the 

Cape Parrots but drove to a spot where 

several people got a glimpse of this 

elusive bird.  However what we would 

like to add is a picture of the beautiful 

old farmhouse, built at the turn of the 

century – 1901/1902 - and lovingly 

 



 
 

 

 

9 

restored under the careful hands of Ken, built on dry stone wall foundations, with glowing yellow-

wood floors and ceiling beams.  Here we are sitting enjoying the splendid tea that Ken provided. He 

is talking to his dog, a Giant Schnauser. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester. Photo by Chris Theron. 

 

 

EVENING TALKS 

Wed 21 Jan. 

17000 kms in East Africa – Craig Nelson 

Craig and Karin Nelson of Nelson’s Africa Overland 

Safaris are great travellers and Craig took us on an 

incredibly long journey in just one hour, sprinkling 

his talk with photos of exotic and faraway birds, 

attractive camp sites, their intrepid Landrover, distant 

mountains and difficult roads, gorillas and 

chimpanzees, busy markets and crowded towns.  

 

When the talk ended and the lights came on we 

wondered where we were for a moment, before 

realising we were back in tranquil Howick, where it 

all started! Several interesting questions were asked, 

such as the price of fuel, what was the common language in the eight countries they visited, how 

much did it cost on a daily basis to run a safari like this for two people, did they ever feel 

threatened? The fuel price varied from country to country, the lingua franca was Swahili, the cost 

per day was around US$100, and they were never threatened or bothered by people.  The two traffic 

fines they incurred were totally justified, one for going down a one-way street the wrong way and 

the other for making a U turn in a busy street.  Would they do it again?  Maybe yes, maybe no.  

Craig says “no” and Karin says “in a heartbeat”.  What was the top of the bucket list – the gorillas.  

And what came next – the Shoebill. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester. Photo by Chris Theron. 

 

Wed. 18 March 

Bird Identification Dilemmas 

An enthusiastic crowd of birders gathered to enjoy a slideshow presentation of mystery birds hosted 

by Peter Divall who asked the panel of knowledgeable birders, Meyrick Bowker, Deryck Day and 

Mike Spain, to identify the birds and explain what the particular features were that influenced their 

decisions.  They were ably assisted by David Johnson who sat in the front row and pointed out 

some interesting details when the identification got complicated. 

One particular slide had everyone guessing.  Was it a Gabar Goshawk? Or perhaps a Southern Pale 

Chanting Goshawk?  No, wait a minute, it has to be an African Harrier Hawk?  Of course not, it’s a 

Steppe Buzzard? What about a Forest Buzzard? 

An enjoyable evening was had by all and Eve Hughes presented each member of the panel with a 

gift to thank them for their participation.   

Report by Rosemary Forrester. 

 

Sat. 31 Jan 

Coordinated Avifauna Count Midlands KZN 

Twice a year, all through South Africa a count is carried out on pre-determined routes that are used 

year after year.  The information collected is sent to the ADU (Animal Demographic Unit) at the 

UCT in Cape Town. 

This year the same four people drove route KM06 which we last drove in the winter on 26
th

 July 

2014.  Our team was Sally Cumming, Viv O’Neill, Chris Theron and Rosemary Forrester, and it 
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was very nice to be able to drive this route again so we could see it in its lovely summer greenness 

as compared to the golden hues of winter grasslands. Our major success was 81 Southern Bald Ibis 

seen at a distance along a dam wall.  At first we thought they were a great conference of crows, but 

when Viv got out her scope we were delighted to see their little red berets and long curved beaks.  

Just as a matter of interest, a great number of crows is known as a “murder”!  We also saw 73 White 

Storks, 13 Grey Crowned Cranes, six Blue Cranes, 14 Black-headed Herons, nine Jackal Buzzards 

and one lone Secretary Bird, as well as several other species, and four Oribi.  In the middle of our 

route we had a sudden thunderstorm and car wash, but it soon passed and cleared into a beautiful 

afternoon. 

 

Coordinated Waterbird Count KZN Midlands - Summer 2015 
The primary goal of the CWAC project is to monitor the populations of waterbirds at as many of 

South Africa's major wetlands as possible. Birdlife KZN Midlands observers count all birds 

associated and dependent on water-bodies and wetlands in the Midlands area. They are Gartmore 

wetland in the Karkloof, Midmar Dam, Albert Falls Dam and Darvill Waste Water in 

Pietermaritzburg.  This summer we added Hlatikhulu wetland near Kamberg, which has not been 

counted for many years. The summer count took place between 15 January and 15 February 2015. 

  

It has been a difficult summer season with 

very high temperatures and little rain. 

Then cold weather with drizzle that did not 

fill the dams, so water-bodies were low. At 

the one hide at Gartmore the water was a 

puddle surrounded by very long grass and 

sedges, but a pair of Grey Crowned 

Cranes flew in and started to build a nest 

in front of the hide. There were 20 species 

and 110 waterbirds in total. 

 

 

             Grey Crowned Cranes at Gartmore 

 

Midmar Dam was disappointing with only 20 species and 181 birds counted but the weather was 

cool with drizzle. The Osprey was 

seen which is always a big tick. 

Hlatikhulu was a difficult area to 

count, because it has three separate 

areas, so 15 birders were needed. It 

was an uncomfortable day with a cool 

wind coming off the Berg.  

The first group drove up to the top 

dams and walked round them. They 

managed to count 23 birds even 

though they were in the coldest area, 

with the wind blowing the hardest 

there.  

The second group walked from the 

Crane Centre right round a couple of 

huge wetlands. The specials counted were                            Midmar low water level 

six Grey Crowned Cranes, a Fish Eagle, a Goliath Heron, four Spoonbills, African Marsh Harrier, 

four African Snipe and four African Wattled Lapwing. 
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The third group had to drive down to the dam and wetland near the Lodge and they counted four 

Grey Crowned Crane, a Purple Heron, a Fish Eagle and a couple of Kingfishers. The total count for 

Hlathikhulu was 26 species and 134 birds.  

Albert Falls Dam count is divided into 2 routes. One group goes by vehicle along the shore in the 

Reserve to do their count and the other goes by boat also along the shore, but adjacent to private 

properties.                                                         

 

The day was extremely hot and humid and 

the water level only 69%. The vehicle 

route counted 18 species and 380 birds and 

they saw an Osprey, two Woolly Necked 

Storks and two Water Thick Knees with 

four chicks. The boat route counted 28 

species and 847 birds, seeing 16 Fish 

Eagles, 10 of which were immature. In one 

of the bays, five of them were standing in 

the water maybe cooling off and drinking. 

Three Osprey were seen on this side of the 

dam where there are Wattle and Gum 

plantations. 

Last but not least was Darvill Waste Water 

with a count of 34 species and 1030 birds.  
                       Woolly-necked Stork with a small frog 

The day was hot and humid, and there were many specials some of which were a Green Sandpiper, 

two African Swamphens, three Little Stints, two Ruffs, three Sanderlings, two African Snipe, and 

one Greater Painted Snipe and three Goliath Herons. 

 

I would like to thank everybody who gave of their time to help with all the counts. It would be very 

difficult to collect data without your help. If anyone would like to become involved in the CWAC 

count, please contact Eve Hughes 082 872 4333. 

Report and photos by Eve Hughes. 

 

Sat. 7 March 

BirdLife KZN Forum Meeting. 

Roy Cowgill organised an excellent meeting at WESSA in the Umgeni Nature Reserve, Howick, 

with the title “Conserving Birds”, arranging 

for nine speakers to talk on various topics all 

relating back to the main theme. 

After Roy opened the meeting with a welcome 

and introduction to all the speakers and 

participants, Nic Theron gave a talk on the 

conservation of Important Bird and 

Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) in KZN and 

advised that a new IBA directory would be 

available electronically by 6
th

 April.  He 

particularly mentioned the Blue Swallows and 

said that only 30/40 breeding pairs are 

recorded at present and how important it is to 

do further research and monitoring as more 

are being found. 

Tanya Smith followed, taking the place of Lara Jordan who was to talk on the Natal Crane 

Foundation, but couldn’t make the meeting.  Tanya is very well-versed on the subject of cranes and 
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was able to present Lara’s slide show with her own commentary, and then continue on to her own 

subject which was “Cranes beyond our Borders: Conserving Cranes in Zimbabwe and Rwanda.”  

Cranes are successfully raised until they are seven months old and their colorization is most 

important as they are able to hide in long grass and not be spotted by a passing predator.  They are 

reared by both parents in the wild. so two people have to be employed for one chick and this is a 

time consuming and exhausting process involving a huge amount of walking and up to 15.5 hours 

daily.  Staffing is complicated and finances only stretch to the rearing of three chicks. Any more 

and additional financing would have to be sort.  The good news is that Wattled Cranes in South 

Africa are on the increase.  In 2000 only 200 birds were registered with 50 breeding pairs, and now 

in 2014 there are 300 with 80 breeding pairs. 

 

Tanya told us that there are 15 species of Crane in the world and five of them are in Africa which 

include two sub-species of the Grey Crowned Crane.  The red cheek patch differs on the cranes in 

East Africa and the Zambezi River is the dividing line.  The Grey Crowned Crane is declining in 

most of Africa but is generally on the increase in South Africa, whereas the Blue Crane used to be 

100,000 birds in South Africa and in a count in 2005 was only 30,000.  In Rwanda there are more 

Grey Crowned Cranes in captivity than in the wild as they are a decorative and desirable bird to 

have in private gardens and hotel grounds.  The Kafue floodplains of six and a half thousand square 

kilometres in Zambia is home to a huge flock of Wattled Cranes. 

 

Kevin McCann, the Deputy Director of Conservation SPACE gave a most interesting talk on “Our 

Conservation Footprint”.   He pointed out that human well-being is interlinked with environmental 

well-being and that of the 54 million South Africans, 10% are living below R.15.00 a day and the 

environmental profile is getting worse.  South Africa has the third most biodiversity in the world 

and there should be a sustainable future for all.  The organisation “WILDLANDS” was formed in 

early 2000 with only small levels of funding and began with the philosophy of growing indigenous 

trees in pots amongst rural communities to create a “green economy” and restore areas to their 

natural status.  This was known as “Trees for Trade” and WILDLANDS used a barter system, 

exchanging trees for useful items such as JoJo tanks, solar panels, bicycles, hippo rollers, building 

materials, groceries and other items for the village. One million trees were grown last year by 8,000 

community members. 

 

They are also running a “Waste by Weight” plan, trading for plastic, cans, bottles etc. and 6 million 

kilos was gathered up last year.  In fact the areas involved became so clean and tidy the participants 

started digging up old rubbish pits to carry on the good work and gain trade items. 

 

After the tea and coffee break, Robin Colyn of BirdLife SA and the Ingula Project Manager gave a 

talk on the Ingula Partnership:  “Bridging the gap between biodiversity, people and power”. And 

this was followed by Peter Nelson of Eskom, Conservation Manager Peaking: Ingula Pumped 

Storage Scheme. The Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme is written about elsewhere in this newsletter 

when Birdlife KZN Midlands Club visited there on Wednesday, 25
th

 February, 2015. 

 

“Oribi Conservation Status in KZN” was the next topic, given by Keenan Steers, a researcher at 

UKZN who has just earned his PhD on Oribi.  These little antelope require both long and short 

grass within close proximity to each other, as they graze on the short grass and dart into the long 

grass at any hint of danger.  Bushes, thickets and forests are not good cover for them as there could 

be a predator lurking in the shadows, so they leave a buffer zone of at least 15m.  They are mainly 

found in KZN and Eastern Cape and were considered an endangered species.  Oribi are selective 

grazers and graze all year round, and they enjoy the green flush of grass after a firebreak has been 

burnt, whereas other species vary their feeding habits.  Keenan had many interesting statistics taken 

from his studies and felt that with good range management by farmers who didn’t overstock their 

farms with cattle and kept their firebreaks burnt, that Oribi would do well. 
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After the lunch break, Simon Gear of BirdLife SA spoke on the hot subject of “Fracking: An update 

on BLSA’s position.”  He gave us an introduction as to how Fracking is carried out and what it 

involves, together with detailed slides of the operation.  Water is pumped underground for up to 

3kms down to force out the gas lying there.  In principle the pumped water needs to be carefully 

disposed of as it is full of chemicals and should not contaminate the good surface water used by the 

farmers and local residents.  In a well-run set-up this should not happen and the fracking operators 

are now considering using gel rather than water to control pollution.  There is a lot of activity above 

ground such as huge trucks, pipes and pumping stations which disturbs the peace and quiet of the 

Karoo. For environmentalists, Fracking is a difficult challenge because it is basically offering 

600,000 jobs to the unemployed. However Mozambique gas is getting on line; it is a huge deposit 

and a better price, so may make Fracking unviable.   

 

Simon gave some of the pros and cons of Fracking. 

Pros: 

 Multinational operators – big companies with reputations to uphold. 

 Land – the surface belongs to the farmer but the minerals beneath the surface do not. 

 The USA has different laws for each state.  SA has only one law for the whole country. 

 The USA has made plenty of mistakes in their Fracking ventures. 

 SA has good environmental laws and good mining experience. 

Cons: 

 There is a need for a huge infrastructure. 

 Possibility of no viable resources because of dolomite intrusions. 

 The government gets 20% of the resources. 

 Drilling is going on all around the world. 

 No-one in SA has ever worked on Fracking. 

 The licensing is for more than 60 years. 

 Where is the water coming from? It will be very expensive to get it on site. 

 

The drop in the fuel price made Fracking unviable as it is only economically interesting to use this 

process at around US$90/100 a barrel, and the government would need to invest hugely, more on 

the manufacturing than the mining.  As far as environmentalists are concerned, they would rather be 

inside the kraal, than outside shouting, as NPOs can do effective baseline monitoring, and there are 

no proprietary secrets in SA, whereas in the USA chemicals used are kept secret. 

 

BirdLife SA feels that: 

1. Baselines and monitoring are important.  For instance, the atlasing data in the Karoo is poor. 

2. NPOs need to be entrenched as a watchdog body. 

 

Tamanna Patel, definitely the youngest speaker of the day and a researcher at UKZN, gave her 

findings on Oribi Conservation which she is studying for her Master’s degree. The studies were 

carried out on private farms of dairy, beef and crops.  She had to rely on farmers for data but they 

were not keen on sending in returns, as they felt this would attract taxi hunters with their dogs.  It 

was very hard to judge whether Oribi were increasing or decreasing and Vryheid, for instance, has a 

decrease in numbers as they are being hunted with dogs.  Statistics show that fatalities were 49% 

dogs, 29% jackal, 12% loss of habitat and 5% road kill. 

Tamanna felt that the best way to conserve Oribi was to relocate them from the areas where they 

were being threatened, and she visited 10 sites but only two were viable.  However the good news is 

that Oribi are no longer on the endangered list of 2500 animals or less.  Their numbers have now 

increased to 3000. 
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“EIAs: (Environment Impact Assessments) Using the law to protect our Environment (with current 

BLSA case studies)” was presented by Simon Gear of BirdLife SA.  He started by saying that 

BirdLife SA’s leading success story has been the long-line fishing industry and how the albatross 

capture has been drastically decreased. 

As far as the Bearded Vulture is concerned, the building of wind farms in Lesotho will be fatal to 

this highly endangered bird.  However it is possible that these wind farms might never come about 

as there is no investor yet.  BirdLife International is supporting BirdLife SA and BirdLife KZN in 

talks with the Lesotho Government.  On the wind farms in Jeffrey’s Bay the birds are even hitting 

the poles and the solar panels in KZN glisten like water and waterbirds are crashing into them.  In 

California an experiment was done with mirrors and bright lights but the temperature went up to 

1000 degrees Celsius and the birds fried themselves on the poles. 

 

The last speaker of the day, Rina Pretorius, was unable to make it to the Forum, so Colin 

Summersgill took her place and gave a talk on the Southern African Bird Atlas Project No. 2.  He 

mentioned that there are 1294 pentads in KZN (a pentad is 5'x5', so roughly 8x9km here in KZN), 

and 487 active observers. The whole project has 1649 observers. In the 6 months between fora there 

were 1571 cards by 144 observers in 435 pentads at an average of 59.7 records/card. 435 pentads is 

33.1% of KZN, so a third of the province was covered in 6 months.  3 886 species were recorded 

for the first time in their respective pentads, i.e. were "new" birds. 

 

He also spoke about the Citizen Scientists who do the ringing of birds, AFring and SAFring, and the 

CAR which is run twice a year in January and July covering 19,000kms of roads throughout South 

Africa.  Then there is CWAC with 600 sites (bodies of water) which are also counted twice a year, 

but the more often the better as far as the ADU in Cape Town is concerned.  Another useful statistic 

is ‘My Bird Patch’ which was started because people could make observations whilst walking their 

dog and record birds in their gardens. 

 

Roy Cowgill closed the Saturday Forum, thanking all the speakers and participants and posed a 

question to the group. 

“Should the time for each speaker be 45 minutes, leaving space for discussion, as compared to the 

30 minutes allocated at present?”  Many different opinions were heard and Roy said he would 

consider the options. 

 

The next Forum will be on Saturday 12
th

 September and everyone is welcome.  Morning and 

afternoon tea and coffee are provided.  Please bring your own lunch and drinks. 

Report and photo by Rosemary Forrester. 

 

MEDIA RELEASE 

Solving the mystery surrounding the decline of the Drakensberg Bone Breaker 

Scientists have turned to outer space to explain the mysterious disappearing act of one of Africa's 

most famous birds. Satellite trackers attached to 18 Bearded Vultures have confirmed 

conservationists' worst fears: humans are largely to blame for the rapid demise of the species. Once 

widespread throughout much of Southern Africa, the Bearded Vulture is now critically endangered 

in the sub-continent, with a nearly 50 percent reduction in nesting sites since the 1960s. And the 

main reasons for their decline are collisions with power lines and poisoning, two major vulture 

hazards that killed half of the birds in the satellite tracking survey. 

Once widespread across South Africa, the Bearded Vulture population is now restricted to the 

Drakensberg mountains in Lesotho and South Africa. But even in these isolated mountains the 

population continues to decline due to human encroachment on nesting sites and feeding territory. 
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These are some of the key findings contained in two new research projects published this month. 

The studies paint the most detailed picture to date of the challenges facing the Bearded Vulture, also 

known as the 'bone breaker' due to its habit of dropping bones from a height to feed off the marrow 

inside. 

The first paper, published in the international ornithological journal The Condor [1] by scientists 

from EKZN Wildlife and the Percy FitzPatrick Institute [2] at the University of Cape Town, found 

that human-related factors were the common denominator in differences between abandoned and 

occupied Bearded Vulture territories. Lead author on the study Dr Sonja Krueger [3] said:  “We 

explored where the biggest difference lay between abandoned and occupied territories and found 

that human related factors such as human settlement density and power-lines were consistently 

different between these sites”. Power line density and human settlement density were more than 

twice as high within abandoned vulture territories compared to occupied territories, the study found. 

Results also suggested that food abundance may influence the bird's overall distribution, and that 

supplementary vulture feeding schemes may be beneficial. By contrast climate change was not 

found to be a major contributing factor in nest abandonment. 

“Though not definitive, the results strongly 

suggest that we humans are our own worst 

enemies when it comes to conserving one of 

Africa's iconic birds,” Krueger said. The study 

recommended a new approach to vulture 

conservation management: “Based on the 

identified threats and mechanisms of 

abandonment, we recommend that 

conservation management focus on actions 

that will limit increased human densities and 

associated developments and influence the 

attitudes of people living within the territories 

of (vulture) breeding pairs,” the study 

concluded. 

            Bearded Vulture.  Photo by Sonja Krueger 

 “We recommend that mitigation of existing power lines, stricter scrutiny of development proposals, 

and proactive engagement with developers to influence the placement of structures is essential 

within the home range of a territorial pair.” 

Report by Dr. Sonja Krueger and Dr. Arjun Amar. 

BIRDLIFE SOUTH AFRICA – Bird of the Year 2015. 

The Bird of the Year for 2015 is the famous five cent bird, South Africa’s national bird, the Blue 

Crane. “Selecting this Crane will help everyone realise the need to conserve the country’s wetlands 

and grasslands,” BirdLife South Africa’s Chief Executive Officer Mark Anderson said.  This 

decade has seen Tristan Albatross, White-winged Flufftail, Barn Swallow, African Fish Eagle and 

Lesser Flamingo all getting the honour, but this year it is the iconic Blue Crane. 

‘Bird of the Year’ is BirdLife South Africa’s annual initiative for awareness about birds and bird 

habitat conservation. The Bird of the Year 2015 initiative is proudly sponsored by Waltons. “Each 

year choosing the bird is highly contested, with nominations and furious voting and support for 

various species, but this year the Blue Crane won,” said Nikki McCartney, events manager of 
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BirdLife South Africa.  Educating people is a key component of BirdLife South Africa’s 

conservation work. The bird conservation NGO is developing learning materials using the Blue 

Crane as a flagship species. This will be an incentive to conserve wetlands and grasslands.  The 

Blue Crane, other crane species and many other less charismatic, but equally important species, 

depend on these habitats.  The Blue Crane is endemic (only found in a certain region) to southern 

Africa, with more than 99% of the population occurring within South Africa. A small breeding 

population occurs in northern Namibia, in and around Etosha Pan. 

“As the five cent bird, the Blue Crane is generally well-known to South Africans,” said Anderson. 

“This, and its attractive and charismatic life style, account for its popularity. It is a good choice for 

Bird of the Year 2015,” he added. 

 

Poisoning, habitat alteration, and power line collisions are all significant threats to Blue Cranes. 

Poisoning occurs intentionally and inadvertently. Loss of South Africa's natural grasslands threatens 

Blue Crane habitat. Mainly found on privately owned farms, a key to their conservation is good 

relationships between landowners and conservation agencies to ensure appropriate management of 

these environments. The African Crane Conservation Programme of the Endangered Wildlife Trust 

(EWT) works on awareness and environmental education for landowners, local communities and 

other stakeholders; reducing crane/farmer conflicts, community involvement in sustainable use and 

conservation of wetlands and grasslands, monitoring of crane populations, the trade in captive 

cranes, and works with Eskom to reduce power-line collisions.  

 

MASSACRE OF BLUE CRANES 

Report from the Cape Times 

Kimberley - In a massive blow to the population of South Africa’s national bird, between 200 and a 

thousand blue cranes have been poisoned, allegedly by a well-known Northern Cape farmer. The 

farmer, from the Richmond district in the Northern Cape, allegedly poisoned the birds over a period 

of three years since 2012.  While his reasons for the alleged poisonings are still unclear, the birds 

were apparently attracted to newly planted fields and pivots on his farm, which is designated as a 

sheep and cattle farm, further raising the possible contravention of land use and irrigation 

development laws by the farmer. Neighbours on Monday said the “illegal” irrigation pivot went into 

operation in 2012, when the first carcasses were found. It now appears as if the poisoning continued 

until recently. According to reports, farm workers were instructed to dip corn in a poison called 

Temic, also known as “Two Step” or Aldicarb, to deliberately poison the birds. The workers then 

had to collect the carcasses of the dead birds and bury them in porcupine and aardvark holes.  

While the total number of carcasses found is 

believed to be around 200, sources on Monday 

revealed that the number might be closer to a 

thousand.  

Some of the carcasses that were discovered after 

the alleged poisoning. Picture: Supplied Diamond 

Fields Advertiser. The owner of the farm could 

face a myriad of charges if found guilty of 

deliberate poisoning, including contravening 

animal protection, nature conservation, 

environmental management, land use and poison 

management legislation, which includes the 

Northern Cape Provincial Conservation Act and the National Environmental Management 

Biodiversity Act.  
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WAKKERSTROOM BIRDVIEWING WEEKEND – 16 TO 18 JANUARY 2015 

A most successful weekend was held at the BirdLife Centre at Wakkerstroom organised by the 

SanParks Honorary Rangers of the KZN region.  The Centre is within the grassland IBA and is 

registered as one of the highest priority IBAs in South Africa, located on 114 hectares of grassland 

adjoining the internationally known Wakkerstroom Wetland, home to many endangered species 

such as African Marsh Harrier, Grey-crowned Crane, Rudd’s and Botha’s Lark as well as the 

Yellow-breasted Pipit. 

The event decided to use the weekend to raise funds for the Sniffer Dog project in the Kruger 

National Park and 48 birders attended.  They were well entertained with guided walks during the 

day and speakers in the evening at De Oude Stasie Restaurant.  It was considered a great success 

and over R48,000 was raised. 

AROUND AND ABOUT 

A Red-breasted Cuckoo. 

 

One Saturday morning Shirley Bennett, 

Margie Sleigh and I were sitting having tea on 

my veranda. We had commented on all the 

bird calls that we could hear. Suddenly an 

African Goshawk swooped through the 

garden. The birds took fright and flew off 

making alarm calls. Then it was dead quiet 

and that was the end of our background music. 

Later that afternoon I went upstairs to my 

bedroom and there in the bay window was this 

bird fluttering against the glass. I thought that 

it was a Dove and it was easy to catch.  Once I 

had it in my hand and it started squawking,  I 

realised that it was a Red-Chested Cuckoo that had escaped the Goshawk by flying through an open 

door on my balcony. I ran downstairs with it to grab my camera because I was not going to let this 

opportunity pass, being so close to a RC Cuckoo. 

Report and photo by Eve Hughes. 

  

White-faced Duck crossing the N3 

Chris and Bill Theron’s farm manager was driving down the N3 a couple of weeks ago when he 

saw a White-faced Duck with her young brood about to cross the busy highway.  He stopped, 

putting on his alert flasher, thinking that even if he stopped she would soon be flattened by the 

rushing traffic.  But no, ALL the traffic halted and mother duck and ducklings all made it across the 

N3 to the safety of the verge.  Just goes to show there are conscientious folk on the highway.   

Report by Chris Theron. 
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Steppe Buzzard Release 

A Steppe Buzzard was brought in to the 

S.P.C.A. on 16 February. It was found near 

the highway at Cedara. The vet Tanya 

Braithwaite examined it and found that no 

bones were broken, but it had slight 

concussion,  maybe from a passing vehicle. 

Tanya took a photo of the bird and sent it to 

Ben Hoffman at the Raptor centre, who 

confirmed that it was a Steppe Buzzard.  

He said that she should give it 6 

drops Metacam and to keep it overnight in 

a dark cage and release it early the 

following morning. 

Tanya phoned me to say that the Steppe 

Buzzard had survived the night and was 

very alert and would Derek and I release it for her. 

  

We drove out to Thurlow at Midmar Dam where there are large grassland areas. We put the cage on 

an anthill and opened the door. The SB just sat there and did not want to escape. Derek then picked 

up the cage and held it up as high as possible. With that the SB was off in a flash (hence the poor 

photograph) and flew strongly over the grassland. It was a great feeling to see it disappear into the 

distance.  

Hopefully it will be strong enough to migrate back 

to the Steppes for the Northern Hemisphere 

summer. 

Report and photos by Eve Hughes. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Visit to Zululand 

Having only ever driven at high speed on the N2 to destinations 

further north, a new-found passion on my part for birding decided us 

that it was time to explore Zululand. First stop was Umlalazi to try 

and see the Palm-Nut Vulture. It was a lovely isolated campsite 

where we could make believe we were in the real bush, only spoilt 

by the rubbish scattered about. I quickly found that, presented with 

birds out of my environment, my new found knowledge was sadly 

insufficient. Three distant sightings of the Palm-Nut Vulture were 

the highlights of our visit. It was difficult to decide whether to spend 

hours with the  book trying to recognise what I had seen, or look for                      Palm Nut Vulture 

more easily identifiable birds. After a last drive around looking for a better sighting of the Palm-

Nut, we headed back to camp for breakfast. As we drank our coffee there was a loud crashing in the 

trees and a vulture arrived right above our heads. I grabbed my camera, and was so excited I forgot 

to focus.  By the time I got my wits together, it had flown off with a loud flapping of wings, but at 

least I managed one photo! 
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Our next stop was Maphelane, described in the brochure as rustic, so we felt that would suit us just 

fine.  And it was very rustic, no water in the taps and toilets not working, but luckily we found a 

half-full rain watertank.  Having fixed the toilet, we had a bush shower with our camping bucket 

and settled down to a very pleasant evening. The next morning we heard a huge racket and 

discovered a Trumpeter Hornbill which was a great thrill.  

 

The visit to Hluhluwe was disappointing except for some great 

lion viewing. We drove from one end to the other seeing NO game 

and very few birds.  Rumour has it that it has been heavily 

poached.   However our next stop which was at the lovely rustic 

campsite of Mkhuze was much more rewarding with so many 

birds that I gave up the unequal battle of trying to identify them 

and just sat back and enjoyed their presence.  Where I could I took 

photos and hopefully, with the aid of the computer, will be able to 

ID a fair amount. We managed to ID about 80 species and the 

highlights were the European Bee-eater, Green-winged Pytillia, 

Trumpeter Hornbill, many European Rollers and a fair selection of 

Raptors. Just about everyone we talked to had seen the Green 

Twinspots, but sadly we couldn’t find them. Coming home we took the Charters Creek turn and 

drove through the Wetland Park to St Lucia. It was well worth doing, with a fair amount of game 

and birds and a Rhino card meant no entrance fees. All in all it was a great holiday and made me 

realize that birding in new territory without an expert is a serious challenge! 

Report and photos by Chris Theron. 

 

A Kruger Encounter  

In November, 2014, my husband, Roger, and I spent 

some time in Kruger National Park, including several 

nights camping at Satara. On our first evening, we had 

seen an African Wild Cat (Felix lybica) near one of the 

communal kitchens. It was very wary and disappeared 

soon after it was spotted. On our last morning in Satara, 

we did an early-morning walk around the camp and 

encountered the Wild Cat again, this time near the 

chalets.  

 

 

As we watched, it suddenly leaped into the air and 

caught one of the Little Swifts (Apus affinis) that 

were flying around the chalets. Many of these swifts 

were nesting under the eaves of the communal 

kitchens. In about 30 seconds, the swift was 

devoured whole! When we checked the ground 

afterwards, there was not even a feather remaining. 

As Roger’s sister commented, that’s ‘gastronomic 

efficiency’. 

Report by Viv O’Neill. Photos by Roger O’Neill. 
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Greater and Lesser Swallows 

On Wed. March 4 Karin and her crew were ringing birds in 

Bill and my garden, when surprise, surprise, we netted a 

juvenile Lesser Striped Swallow! This was most unusual 

because up here in Howick the Greater Striped Swallows 

are the most common, and only on rare occasions do we see 

and hear the Lesser. 

I  took a walk into my neighbours’ garden and looking 

under their front porch where the Greater Striped nest, lo 

and 

behold 

there 

was also the nest of the Lesser, and subsequently 

I have seen the adult pair sitting on an aerial. 

In the picture of the nests, the left-hand one is the 

Greater and the right-hand one the Lesser. 

 

Report and photo of nests by Pam Nicol.  Photo 

of Lesser Striped Swallow by Karin Nelson. 

 

 

 

 

Mens Foot Wear 
There are many forms of footwear 

which are recognised as a fashion 

statement when birding in the bush, 

and here is an example of just a few 

possibilities.  If anyone can guess the 

owners of the four pairs of shoes, they 

will win a free entry to the April 

evening talk. Photo by Chris Theron. 

 

  
 

 

Thanks to everyone for great reports and great photos.   Please keep up the good work for our next 

quarterly e-newsletter. 

Rosemary Forrester – Editor. 

 

 

 


