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EDITORIAL   
 

We are halfway through the year already and that is hard to believe.  So much has been happening 
and our TKG project is leaping ahead (see report elsewhere in this newsletter). We are well ahead 
of 2015 targets and the half year report will reach you soon.    
 

April was a particularly hectic month with a number of atlas excursions taking place in different 
sections of the project study area and pentads are gradually turning green on the SABAP2 website 
map. Check it out on http://sabap2.adu.org.za.  The idea of excursions in April was to get the last of 
the migrants returning to their breeding grounds and we had Barn Swallows and others as late as 
the 25th.  It is incredible that they leave so late to return to their breeding grounds in Europe to have 
their nests ready for egg-laying by mid-May. Male birds seen by us were already in breeding garb 
with long tail streamers, so obviously no time is wasted on their return to the same breeding 
grounds used the previous year. Migration is a true marvel of nature. 
 

An interesting aspect on atlasing is that often birds are listed far from their normal distribution and I 
can’t help thinking that perhaps climate change has something to do with this. Perhaps habitat 
change also plays its part. On three occasions I have come across Cape Sparrows far from their 
normal areas ...... twice in central and northern Kruger and once in a rural area. The same applies 
to White-browed Sparrow-Weavers, some Waxbills and others. Birds such as Plain-backed Pipit are 
known to move to lower altitude on occasions during winter, but we have found them in numbers in 
the Lowveld in the height of summer as well.  SABAP2 is bringing forward many aspects not 
previously noticed and that makes it a valuable scientific tool. 
 

It is now mid-winter and that does not mean your binoculars should be dusted off and put to rest 
until next spring. Winter birding can be good, particularly in the Lowveld where we live.  If you are 
into raptors the Kruger Park is a must at this time of year and many breed in winter as food for 
hungry chicks is easier to obtain. For those of you who get confused with brown eagles this is a 
good time as Tawny Eagles can be positively identified and not mixed up with migrants such as 
Steppe, Lesser Spotted and Wahlberg’s Eagles. So get out there and make the most of it. 
 

We had a really interesting talk recently by Ernst Retief from BLSA.  He spoke about conservation 
and the sad plight of the declining Secretarybird, all to do with humans.  Some of the hazards for 
these stately birds are fences, power lines, bush encroachment, pesticides, the increase of farm 
lands and the felling of suitable nesting trees.  Recently I was given a book, ‘African Wildlife 
Sketches’, written 25 years ago by a true naturalist and artist, Jeff Huntly.  He had an uncanny 
foresight for looking into the future and had this to say about the plight of Secretarybirds.  
 

“It is sad to reflect upon the future of the Secretarybirds in southern Africa. As a species it hangs by 
two fragile threads of environmental requirements: large open spaces with short grass and no 
human beings. The worst possible combination for all walking birds!  The open spaces get smaller 
and smaller and the numbers of people increase year by year.  Without warning the year – the week 
– the day – will arrive when the big vulnerable birds will be gone forever.”  
 
Food for thought!! 
 

Peter Lawson, Editor. 
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NOTICE TO CONTRIBUTORS 
 
The Hornbill is the newsletter/magazine of BirdLife Lowveld and is published four times a 
year – Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter.  The magazine features notes and articles by 
members – it is YOUR magazine and YOUR means of communicating interesting 
observations and happenings to fellow-members, and the wider membership of BirdLife 
South Africa. 
 
Contributions are required on all topics related to birds and birdwatching, with particular 
emphasis on the Lowveld and Escarpment region of Mpumalanga.  Short articles on birding 
trips to other regions and other countries are also welcome. Bear in mind that observations 
of feeding habits, courtship, nesting and general behaviour are generally of more interest to 
readers than lists of species seen.  Single or multiple records of unusual or out-of-range 
species in the area will be featured in our section of “INTERESTING LOCAL SIGHTINGS”.  
Viewpoints on club activities, projects and conservation matters are also very welcome. 
Illustrations and cartoons of birds of the region are also invited.  Drawings should be in 
black ink on white paper – no larger than A4 please – with the name of the bird written 
clearly.  Contributions in English or in Afrikaans should be typed or written clearly on one 
side only of a page.  Receipt of written contributions and illustrations will not be 
acknowledged and use thereof will be at the discretion of the Editor. 
 
Bird Names 
It has been our policy to use common bird names as they appear in the 3rd Edition of SASOL 
Birds of Southern Africa by Sinclair, Hockey and Tarboton.  Roberts Bird Guide and the 4th 
edition of SASOL have a few further name changes and since new field guides have been 
published our policy now is to use the names as they appear in these references. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

DEADLINE FOR  

SPRING EDITION  

NO. 118 – 15 AUGUST 
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A BIG THANK YOU TO  

  

LOWVELD 
 

For the generous photocopying of this issue - No. 117 
 

 
 

WELCOME TO NEW / PREVIOUS 
MEMBERS 

 

 

Dave Malloch-Brown 
 

Good to have you back! 

 
      

 We extend a huge Thank You to those members who make welcome donations with their 
subscription renewals. We appreciate your generosity. 

 

Please send observations, notes and articles to 
Peter Lawson – Editor  The Hornbill -  P O Box 16849 West Acres 1211 

 

Email: peter@lawsons-africa.co.za 
      Cell: 082 893 8804 

 

E-mailed copy is preferable - It is then stored and not likely to be forgotten  
as phone calls sometimes are. 

Email: birdlife.lowveld@gmail.com  or 
                                    sweets25@soft.co.za at home 

 
 

 

CHECK WITH THE MEMBERSHIP SECRETARY TO BE SURE THE CLUB HAS 
CORRECT DETAILS FOR YOU. 
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From the Chairman’s Desk........ 
 

Greetings to each of you and I pray that 2015 has thus far been a good year for you. From a birding 
perspective this year has seen us enjoy a wide variety of informative and well-presented talks at our 
evening meetings as well as a variety of habitats for the monthly outings.   
 

One of the matters which your committee is debating long and hard is the most meaningful and 
helpful way to learn bird identification. Last year there was a request for a Bird ID course and we 
have come to the conclusion that the most appropriate way to learn is out in the field with our 
binoculars and bird books – the paper edition or e-birds.   
 

We have decided to consciously ensure that every outing is a mini ID course knowing that it is only 
as we practice looking up the identification of new birds that we learn new species, one or two at a 
time.  We are, therefore, planning to do our Bird ID course differently from how we have done it 
before and have planned Saturday 29 and Sunday 30 August as our course dates. The format will 
be something like this – all meeting at a central place for a brief introductory session and then 
splitting up into groups of 4 or 5 people with a more experienced birder and learning by doing. We 
will then get together for a feed-back session at the end. Your responses to this proposal will be 
appreciated. 
 

With two of the staff members from BirdLife South Africa having spoken at our meetings in April and 
May, it struck me again of the incredible work and commitment to conservation of the staff at BLSA. 
Their vision is birds, but is also far greater than birds, extending to their habitats and the 
conservation of those habitats.  When you have a few minutes, I encourage you to go to their 
website, www.birdlife.org.za, and spend a bit of time browsing through their site and celebrating 
their work.  
 

BLSA also produces an informative monthly e-newsletter and this can be downloaded from their site 
under the Publications tab. Do yourself a favour and look at some of the back copies. You can also 
arrange that these e-newsletters be sent to you on a monthly basis by providing them with your 
contact details or by completing the subscription form online. 
 

Other news is that BLSA will present a ‘Learn About Birds’ (LAB) conference at their Flock-in-Kruger 
at Skukuza on 10 and 11 March 2016, followed by the Annual General Meeting on the 12th.  Peter 
Lawson will be one of the presenters. It would be wise to reserve your accommodation in Skukuza 
as soon as possible as it is likely to be a sell-out.  Discount rates are offered and you can view 
accommodation options on http://www.birdlife.org.za/events/flock/flock-in-kruger-2016. 
 

Go well and enjoy the winter with happy and successful birding. 
 

Don Williams,  
Chairman  

 

 

 

 



        

Bird Alert 
 

Our column on ‘Interesting Local Sightings’ in The Hornbill is often frustrating for some of our members 
as bird sightings are reported too late for them to get out there to see the bird that has been reported.  
Navarre de Villiers has thus kindly offered to run a programme to receive notification of interesting or out
of-range Lowveld birds and email details to members. This is a great idea from Navarre and could entail 
a lot of interest once it gets off the ground. 
 

The idea is not only aimed at rarities which are ably covered in Trevor Hardaker’s Rare Birds Alert, but 
interesting birds in the Lowveld such as the Peregrine Falcon that sometimes roosts on a building in the 
CBD.  Members can elect whether they would like to participate in Bird-Alert and receive emails 
periodically from Navarre. Of course we also want interesting sightings to be submitted to Navarre 
without delay together with an accurate description of the locality and he will then decide whether 
members should be alerted or not and do the necessary. The success of the programme is in the hands 
of our birders; the more information and interest, the more effective it will be.  If you would like to 
participate in this programme please let Navarre know. His contact details are - 

navarre@mweb.co.za 
Mobile 083 626 4702 / fax 086 550 6243    

 
It was with sadness that we heard recently of the death of two long

and faithful members of our club....
 

Joan Middleton 
and 

John Lodder 
 

Joan and her husband Jim attended meetings and outings regularly and 
have been members for more than 20 years. Her grandchildren described 
her thus: 
“My amazing Granny passed away today at 91. She loved art and books and 
was an incredible painter and seamstress. During WW2 she drove an 
ambulance in Egypt. She had an incredible sense of humour, spoke French 
fluently and loved to travel. We are lucky to have known her and wi
her very much.” 
 

John Lodder was described by one of his sons.... 
Being a surgeon is what he loved – in my view he was professor material, 
but to him it would only have distracted him from doing the things he loved, 
which was taking someone or something broken and fixing it in his ow
unique way. He enjoying helping – you may think of him as humble, but he 

just enjoyed making a difference. He got a kick out of this each time .........
---o0o0o0o--- 

 
We also extend sympathy to Ginny du Toit and her family after the sudden

death of her husband Ross 
 
 

You are all in our thoughts. 
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Mahlati 
 

Whilst atlasing in Kruger National 
Park with Ian Whyte late in May we 
were covering three target pentads 
south of Shingwedzi in very 
homogenous habitat of mainly scrub 
Mopani trees. Beautiful with autumn 
colours but not a favoured habitat for 
many bird species and we were 
struggling to add to our list, particularly as birds are less likely to call in winter and migrants are 
absent, and also due to extremely dry conditions. Then Ian remembered a natural spring not shown 
on our map that was never dry, even in the worst droughts. He had seen it from aircraft when 
conducting aerial game counts when he was employed in the Park.  
 

Ian had an idea where we could locate it in a corner of one of the pentads we were covering. We 
headed in that direction and it was uncanny how he found an old track in a remote area that he 
considered would lead us to the spring. It had not been used for many years and was rough and 
very overgrown, and at times difficult to see but my good old Condor didn’t complain and we made 
it. Elephant dung and tracks along the way were indications that we were negotiating the correct 
route. 
 

It was an absolutely stunning wonder of nature in such a dry habitat.  The water was flowing and 
surrounding vegetation was green, although very much overgrazed. There was evidence of 
numerous elephant that had been playing in the mud, plus other game as well.  A large herd of 

buffalo was departing 
as we arrived and 
Yellow-billed 
Oxpeckers were with 
them.  A single 
Saddle-billed Stork 
was in the company of 
a herd of zebra 
coming to drink and 
there were Blacksmith 
Lapwings, Black 
Crakes, Hamerkop 
and Green-backed 
Herons. Three-banded 
Plovers were on the 
shore and Tawny-
flanked Prinias were in 

the sedges.  All these birds had not previously been atlased in this dry habitat. (Photos by Ian Whyte)  
 

This was Mahlati and we were turning pentad 2315_3125 green. 
Peter Lawson, Nelspruit 
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CAPE TO VIC FALLS ENDURO-RIDE FOR ORANGE-BREASTED WAXBILLS 
 
Many bird species have recently suffered declines in numbers and contractions in ranges due to 
threats to their habitats. A long-distance solo bicycle ride, from Cape Town to Victoria Falls, is 
helping raise awareness about the conservation of one of our country’s smallest and most colourful 
birds, the Orange-breasted Waxbill. 
 
In conjunction with the Rare Finch Conservation Group, BirdLife South Africa has singled out the 
Orange-breasted Waxbill, a widespread bird species occurring from Senegal to eastern South 
Africa, as an indicator species of the health of moist grassland and wetland habitats, the waxbill’s 
natural habitat. Although the Orange-breasted Waxbill is not currently a Red Data-listed species, 
recent observations suggest that less and less of these finches are present in areas where they 
were previously common. An initial phase of the project will focus on a detailed study of the key 
sites where the species occurs. 
 
Eight Red Data-listed species, ranging from Near Threatened to Critically Endangered, plus all 84 
common bird species that use a similar habitat to the Orange-breasted Waxbill, will benefit from the 
research and conservation collaboration between BirdLife South Africa and the Rare Finch 
Conservation Group. 
 
On Tuesday 28 April, Eelco Meyjes, representing the Rare Finch Conservation Group, completed 
an epic solo bike ride for the Orange-breasted Waxbill. This incredible enduro-ride from Cape Town 
to Victoria Falls, covered 3000 km and traversed three countries. Starting on 15 March, Eelco took 
about six weeks to complete the ride.  
 
Despite numerous challenges on his way, including personal safety, staying healthy, technical 
issues with his bicycle, and camping with wild animals, there were fortunately no serious incidents. 
 
To support Orange-breasted Waxbill and Common Bird conservation, you can support Eelco’s ALL 
OR BUST pledge. Email your pledge of an amount of R500 or more, plus full name and contact 
details to editor@avitalk.co.za or sms details to 082 457 4936. Alternatively, to support Eelco in his 
quest to conserve our Orange-breasted Waxbills, please go to 
http://www.birdlifesouthafrica.givengain.org.  
 
For more information, images or interviews please contact:  
Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson:conservation@birdlife.org.za; Tel +27 82 4534714; +27 11 789 1122 
Eelco Meyjes: editor@avitalk.co.za; Tel +27 82 457 4936 
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Linda van den Heever: linda.vdheever@birdlife.org.za; Tel +27 11 789 1122 
 
Eelco Meyjes is a member of both the Rare Finch Conservation Group www.rarefinch.org (a non-
profit organisation) and BirdLife South Africa. 
 
NEVAREST has kindly sponsored Eelco’s satellite tracking system to help support nature 
conservation.www.safesporttracking.co.za 
 
Keeping common birds common 
BirdLife South Africa would like to expand its current focus on threatened bird species to include 
projects on common birds, such as the Orange-breasted Waxbill. During species prioritisation 
exercises, common birds are not included or identified because of their non-threatened (non-Red 
Data Listed) status. Nonetheless, there is a wealth of threats responsible for the decline in numbers 
of common birds and these should be identified, assessed and prioritised. Common species in 
Europe and elsewhere have however shown recent declines, Farmland birds in particular have 
exhibited large declines (more than 50%) since 1980, resulting in a possible loss of more than 300 
million birds.  
 
More information about “keeping the common birds common” as part of the BirdLife International 
Preventing Extinctions Programme can be found at: 
http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/sowb/casestudy/62 
http://www.birdlife.org/europe-and-central-asia/keeping-common-birds-common 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Orange-breasted waxbill, Cedara farm, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. [photo Alan Manson ©] 

Lifted from  the web : Biodiversity Explorer – The Web of Life in Southern Africa / Iziko – Museums of Cape Town. 
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Coffee Break on Likweti 
 
It was early morning on Likweti when I decided a coffee break was needed to sharpen my senses 
whilst listing birds by sound and sight.  I took my thermos to a flat granite slab and admired a 
stunning view from my elevated perch while pouring a mug of steaming coffee. 
 
A Tree Squirrel started a clicking alarm call that rose in intensity to a harsh rattle.  My instinct told 
me a predator was on the prowl and I focused my binoculars to search for the culprit.  A sudden 
movement on the granite slab caught the corner of my eye and in that fleeting moment I could see it 
was a rodent before it rapidly disappeared.  A Fork-tailed Drongo flew low in front of me uttering a 
loud and repetitive ‘twik’ call, normally used when a predator is in the vicinity. I sat dead still and 
peered into the tree copse in front of me. A second rodent exploded from the undergrowth and 
briefly paused before diving into a crevice. It was a dark grey-brown Multimammate Mouse, a 
nocturnal rodent but obviously disturbed from its nest of vegetation in a rock crevice. 
 
It was still early and cool so I knew the predator was not a snake or Monitor Lizard. Could perhaps 
be a raptor but too light in the morning to be an owl.  As I sat motionless on my stone perch the 
drongo again uttered its alarm and flitted across a tree stump where something caught my eye. The 
squirrel was ecstatically shouting a warning and flicking its tail rapidly and the movement brought it 
into view.  I silently followed the direction of its gaze and in the shadow of the tree copse the culprit 
suddenly came into view. It was long, lithe and somewhat cat-like. I gazed along the back of the 
small mammal that had large dark spots and a black-tipped tail, introducing itself as a Large-spotted 
Genet. 
 
This lovely little feline was visible for a short while only, but long enough for me to ignore my coffee 
that was no longer steaming, but so what.  What a find and all due to choosing the right spot for a 
coffee break on fabulous Likweti. 

Peter Lawson, Nelspruit  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo lifted from the web 
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A NOTE ABOUT YOUR SUBSCRIPTIONS 
 

There are some changes coming!! In all likelihood these will come into effect after BirdLife 
South Africa’s AGM in March. 

 

Your committee is unanimous in its decision that BirdLife South Africa will continue to administer 
this club’s membership and you will continue to receive subscription invoices directly from them 
usually by email or by post if you don’t have the email option. Karen Bullen will continue to act as 
liaison and local Membership Secretary.  Your Membership Number is indicated on this invoice and 
it helps if you would quote that number or your surname and club when making electronic 
payments. 
 

An important change is that it will no longer be compulsory, as is presently enshrined in BLSA’s 
Constitution, for bird club members to be part of BirdLife South Africa, although they would 
obviously wish them to continue as members, as they are important supporters of BLSA’s 
conservation work. Non-members however will not have a vote at subsequent BLSA AGM’s and 
also of necessity will pay more to receive copies of African Birdlife, the organisation’s popular, 
glossy magazine. 
 

Another important change is that this club chooses to continue its affiliation to BirdLife South Africa 
and as such we (the club) will have to pay a small affiliation fee (equivalent to US1$ per annum) per 
member which is what BLSA pays to BirdLife International each year for each of its members. This 
amount will be recovered from you, our member. 
 

Affiliated Bird clubs will be members of BirdLife South Africa in their own right and have the same 
voting rights as individual members.  
 

This Club’s Membership Secretary will continue to keep a beady eye on membership status and will 
contact you with reminders when necessary. But remember - when your payment is overdue it 
means that you then miss out on any correspondence from us including our newsletter, The 
Hornbill as well as African Birdlife if you are subscribed to that magazine.We are all guilty of 
putting aside an Invoice hoping to remember to pay it closer to the time, so we would like to suggest 
the following-  
 

o With all the electronic wizardry at our disposal, the most practical way of payment is a direct 
transfer into BirdLife Lowveld's account.  (All bank details are obtainable from Karen Bullen).  
If you don't have electronic facilities available….. 
 

o The next best option is payment by Credit Card. Details can be entered on your Invoice and 
emailed to birdlife.lowveld@gmail.com or sweets25@soft.co.za.  Card details can also be 
given to Karen Bullen verbally. 
 

o Invoices from BLSA carry their bank details if you wish to pay your subs to them 
directly. 
 

o Because of ongoing fraud activity and unanticipated Postal Strikes we would prefer you not to 
pay your subscriptions by cheque through the mail. 

It goes without saying too, that if you do not wish to renew your membership, please let us 
know in writing. 



        

We acknowledge and thank the following artists and illustrators for the use 
of their artwork in this issue 

 
ILLUSTRATIONS 

*      Denotes from Bird Atlas of Natal by D Cyrus and N Robson, Illustrated by A Clarkson
**    Denotes from the Atlas of Southern African Birds Volume 1 or 2 Edited by JA Harrison, DG  

Allan, LG Underhill, M Herremans, AJ Tree, V Parker and CJ Brown, pub
by BirdLife South Africa, Johannesburg.- Various artists as indicated.

 
 

Page 1+2+38 Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill from the original drawn by Eddie Harris
Page 3 Purple-crested Turaco by Duncan Butchart 
Page 10 Mhlati – Photographs by Ian Whyte  
Page 12 Orange-breasted Waxbill, photo by Alan Manson – Cedara Farm
 Pietermaritzburg, lifted from the web : Biodiversity Explorer 
 Southern Africa / Iziko – Museums of Cape Town 
Page 13 Large-spotted Genet – lifted from the Web. 
Page 16 Leucistic Crested Francolin – Casper Badenhorst 
Page 17 Yellow-bellied Greenbul – Photo by Warwick Tarboton : lifted from the Web
Page 18 Collared Palm Thrush – photo by M. Horn 
Page 20 African Crowned Eagle – unknown photographer but submitted by Bria

Guerin on behalf of Keith and Barbara Baughan 
Page 22 Buff-spotted Flufftail – photo by Hugh Chittenden 
Page 24 Blackbird – photos lifted from the Web 
Page 25 + 26 African Jacana –  photos lifted from the Web 
Page 27 Verreauxs’ Eagle – photo by Trevor Hardaker lifted from the web : Biodiversity 

Explorer – The Web of Life in Southern Africa / Iziko – Museums of Cape Town
Page 28 Peregrine Falcon - photo by Trevor Hardaker lifted from the web : Biodiversity 

Explorer – The Web of Life in Southern Africa / Iziko – Museums of Cape Town
Page 29 Bar-tailed Godwit  -  photograph by Tim Bosman : source 

www.weforanimals.com  
Page 33 White-backed Duck – photo by Warwick Tarboton : 

source web www.warwicktarboton. 
Page 34 White-crowned Lapwing – photo by Mike Grimes lifted 

from the web : Biodiversity Explorer  The Web of Life in 
Southern Africa / Iziko – Museums of Cape Town 

Page 35 Olifants Gorge, KNP – photograph by Duncan 
McKenzie 

Page 40 Verreauxs’ Eagle – Illustration by Cally Mail  
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INTERESTING LOCAL SIGHTINGS 
 

This column is intended for unusual or out of range sightings in Mpumalanga, plus early or late 
migrants.  We will however, accept worthwhile sightings from further afield.  Positive vocal 
identifications are also acceptable.  We welcome your records for this column so let us hear from 
you, preferably in writing and not verbally.  The date and locality of sightings should be included.  
Please note, however, that it is the Editor's prerogative to decide whether records should be 
included or not. 
 

A number of sightings are telephoned through at times when it is inconvenient or impossible 
to record them. We apologise if your sightings have not been included but would request 
that in future you email sightings to either Peter Lawson or Karen Bullen. In that way they 
will be stored for printing.  Your co-operation in this regard would be most appreciated. 
    

Gabar Goshawk – not an unusual bird to report but an amusing incident.  I was atlasing with Ian 
Whyte near Phalaborwa on 25 May and Ian was standing on a small mound in a wooded area and 
whistling the call of Pearl-spotted Owlet to get response from various species to add to our list.  A 
Gabar Goshawk suddenly launched itself at terrific speed at Ian’s head and almost hit him.  
Obviously it was objecting to what it thought was the owl.  I saw it clearly from my position but Ian 
only felt the wind from the Goshawk’s wings. We had a good chuckle and I imagined having to 
phone Merle and apologise that Ian had been taken out by a Gabar Goshawk. (Peter Lawson) 
 
Crested Francolin - Our local Bushveld Bird 
Club outing last Saturday to Tshukudu Game 
Lodge (just north of Hoedspruit off the R40) 
was lucky enough to see a covey of Crested 
Francolin, three of which were leucistic, 
although the adult female was of normal 
colour.  These rarities have been regularly 
seen in the same area at that reserve, so if 
any reader wishes to see them they should 
just contact David at Tshukudu.  Though we 
did not take photo's ourselves, Casper 
Badenhorst who led the outing has some 
good pictures on the Bushveld Bird Club 
Facebook page.   
(Jeremy and Jill Brown, Hoedspruit)  

  
  

 
Verreauxs’ Eagle - On Saturday 25 April 2015, on a joint outing with Sandton Bird Club, Roland 
Jones, Steve Dallas, Jim Craigie and Andy and Marjorie Nuns clearly - and in fairly close proximity - 
saw a Verreaux's Eagle.  The white on the back was clearly seen by all as was the yellow on the 
bill.  The GPS co-ordinates are S25.77455 / E31.09502.  A photograph was taken but it was not 
good as the eagle was some distance away before we thought to photograph it.  Later on in the day 
Dassies were also seen in the same area by James van Dyk and Ernest Wevell of Barberton Bird 
Club. 
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African Crowned Eagle - I received an SMS from  Don English to say on 1 May there was an adult 
African Crowned Eagle in the garden of the Park Warden’s home in the Skukuza Staff Village.  
This is a scarce vagrant to southern KNP. (Editor) 
 

African Finfoot – a single bird was seen from Grace Hall Bridge at Lowveld Botanic Garden on 20 
March. (Peter Lawson)   
 

Grey Go-away-bird - A single bird was seen by Navarre de Villiers at Valencia (a suburb of 
Nelspruit) on 31 May.  
Not normally a Nelspruit bird and I am unable to recall ever having seen it in the area. Editor. 
 

Thick-billed Cuckoo - On Monday 16 February while staying in Bungalow 50 at Berg-en-Dal in the 
Kruger National Park we noticed and heard a group of six to eight Retz’s Helmet-Shrikes flitting 
through the trees gleaning food from the leaves etc. Following the Retz’s Helmet-Shrike was a 
strange “begging”-type noise. The begging-noise bird flew past me at close quarters, right in front of 
the bungalow, and looked like a small raptor, with black and white markings, e.g. a sparrowhawk. 
On further investigation it was being fed by the Retz’s Helmet Shrikes and had a cuckoo-type 
structure and beak! 
 

Looking up in Roberts, Newman’s and the latest version of Sasol, it turned out to be a juvenile 
Thick-billed Cuckoo. I have only seen Thick-billed Cuckoo up at Pafuri picnic spot in the past. The 
whole group, including the cuckoo, were present and readily visible for the next four days.   
Regrettably I do not have a camera so cannot show a photo but it was a most interesting sighting 
for me. (David Sole) 
 

Klaas’s Cuckoo – heard calling in my Nelspruit garden on 29 May.  (Navarre de Villiers). 
This cuckoo is a partial migrant and a number are usually present in winter when aloes start 
flowering. The reason for this is that sunbirds breed when the aloes flower and they are host to 
Klaas’s Cuckoo which is a brood-parasite. Editor. 
 
Horus Swift – two birds were seen on 10 May whilst atlasing in the Mkuhlu area east of Hazyview. 
(Peter Lawson and Garth Bachelor). 
 

Southern Carmine Bee-Eater - A single bird was seen 
fairly close to the Gardenia Bird Hide on 21 February.  
We have only seen them near Shingwedzi in our past 
travels over 40 years to the KNP. Birds, as Duncan said 
to me, cannot read maps or our bird books. (David Sole) 
 

Dusky Lark – seen by Bernard Heritage on Mataffin on 
9 May.  Not only late in the season for this migrant but 
also only the second record in the Nelspruit pentad. 
 

Yellow-bellied Greenbul  -  a juvenile bird was seen 
and photographed by Victor Wilkens on the Swartfontein 
Road, near White River on 3 March.  A good sighting as 
this bird was well out of range and would have been 
difficult to believe without the photograph.   
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(Photo by Warwick Tarboton and lifted from the Web.) 
 

Collared Palm-Thrush - Seen and photographed at Nthandanyathi Hide south of Lower Sabie on 
20 May. (photo by M Horn) 

 
Another sighting that could be a first for Mpumalanga by atlaser M. Horn. Editor  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
White-starred Robin – a bird was mist-netted near Sudwala Caves in May by researchers Lindy 
Thompson and Darren Pietersen. 
Normally occurs at high altitude in escarpment forest. Editor 
 

A Blue-mantled Crested-Flycatcher was present for a whole day on 4 May in my garden in the 
Skukuza staff village. (Don English) 
 

This is a forest bird on the escarpment and obviously moved to lower altitude down the Sabie River. 
A most unusual bird for Skukuza. Editor. 
 

Mountain Wagtail – a pair feeding in rock pools next to the suspension bridge at Lowveld Botanic 
Garden on 20 March. (Peter Lawson) 
 

Olive Sunbird - a single bird has been present in my garden on the farm Marathon, Lydenburg road 
since I moved there in February. Normally they only appear to be at the Botanical Gardens in the 
Nelspruit area. (John Davies) 
 

Capped Wheatear – seen by Duncan McKenzie near the Ntandanyathi Hide south of Lower Sabie 
on 13 June. Probably a first for the southern Kruger Park. (Duncan McKenzie) 
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Norms and Standards for Raptor Ringing, Marking and Tracking 
 

South Africa's raptors are important environmental indicators and monitoring of, and research into 
several species help to improve our knowledge and inform conservation decision-making. Given the 
growing interest in raptor ringing, marking and tracking in South Africa, the Endangered Wildlife 
Trust (EWT) and BirdLife South Africa are of the opinion that the current approach to these activities 
should be reviewed. Information obtained through the tracking of birds with satellite and other 
sophisticated tracking devices can provide answers to important research questions that can 
ultimately contribute to their conservation. This will provide conservationists and decision-makers 
with a better understanding of movements of birds which can help inform placement of wind 
turbines and other infrastructure which can pose a significant risk to some bird species. 
 

Handling birds and attaching devices to them can, however, pose inherent risks for the individual 
birds. These risks must be minimised, and must be justified in terms of the expected science and 
conservation outcomes for the species from the deployment. The ad hoc fitment of tracking devices 
where the research questions are unclear is considered to be unethical. 
 
A workshop to discuss the requirements to undertake these ringing, marking and tracking activities 
was therefore recently held at Ithala Game Reserve, KwaZulu-Natal, and co-hosted by the EWT's 
Birds of Prey Programme and BirdLife South Africa's Terrestrial Bird Conservation Programme. The 
outcomes of the discussions will provide guidelines in terms of ensuring a more rigorous approach 
with regard to the training of researchers and the permitting of projects which involves these 
activities.  
 

The South African Bird Ringing Unit (SAFRING) keeps a record of all bird ringing undertaken in the 
country. A "ringing" qualification is also granted through SAFRING following a rigorous training 
process. All ringing, marking and tracking projects have to comply with the relevant legislation which 
is ultimately controlled by the provincial nature conservation ordinances.  
 

The meeting was of the opinion that, for all projects involving marking and tracking, the granting of 
provincial permits should be subject to ethical approval by a relevant ethics committee. The 
workshop participants also agreed to the establishment of a committee to oversee projects which 
involve this work, following the example of the British Ornithological Trust, UK. The advisory 
committee will comprise representatives from relevant organisations, such as SAFRING, South 
African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), BirdLife South Africa and the EWT.  
 

It was further suggested that norms and standards should be developed to provide clear guidance 
on the sharing of marking and tracking data as well as the storage of such information in a central 
database. Researchers and specialists are also encouraged to share the lessons they have learnt 
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from their work. This would improve tracking methods and techniques, thus minimising impacts on 
birds during future studies.  
 

The EWT, BirdLife South Africa and SAFRING acknowledge the importance of bird ringing, tagging 
and tracking. These technologies are amongst the most important and powerful tools in recent 
ornithology providing key information which informs conservation decisions. 
 

 Contacts:     Dr Hanneline Smit-Robison: 
                     BirdLife South Africa, 
                     Terrestrial Bird Conservation Programme Manager 
                     Tel: +27 11 789 1122                      
                     conservation@birdlife.org.za      
       

                     André  Botha           and   Lillian Mlambo 
                     Endangered Wildlife Trust    Communications Manager 
                     Birds of Prey Programme Manager   Endangered Wildlife Trust 
                     Tel: +27 11 372 3600      Tel: +27 11 372 3600 
                     andreb@ewt.org.za     lillianm@ewt.org.za 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
African Crowned Eagle 
 
We thought club members might be interested 
to see this image – photographed at Recoleta, a 
housing estate just outside White River.   
 
Our friends Keith and Barbara Baughan are 
keen birders and spend the English winter here 
- and one of their fellow residents sent them this 
photograph of a haughty African Crowned Eagle 
– master of all he/she surveys!  
 
Brian Guerin, Wakkerstroom  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



        

Request for information on Hooded Vulture nest sites 
 
I am working on a postdoctoral study on the biology and movements of 
collaboration with Mr André Botha from the Endangered Wildlife Trust and Prof. Colleen Downs 
from the University of KwaZulu-Natal.  I would like to locate Hooded Vulture nests and put
camera traps near a few nests to monitor breeding success.  I would also like to identify sites where 
Hooded Vultures are regularly seen, and then trap some birds at these sites, and fit them with GPS 
transmitters to track their movements. Please be assured that any handling of these endangered 
birds will only be done by highly experienced raptor handlers, and with the appropriate provincial 
research permits. I would also like to put up camera traps at feeding sites where Hooded Vultures 
are seen to find out how long they stay at carcasses and to monitor how they interact with other 
scavengers. 
 
I will be focussing on reserves in the APNR - Associated Private Nature Reserves (relating to all 
private nature reserves west of Kruger National Park) and would therefore request for your help and 
that of your bird club members in identifying Hooded Vulture nests. If you know of any nest sites 
please can you contact me or André Botha. 
 
The Hooded Vulture Project will continue until January 2018 and the results will be used to inform 
regional conservation planning. Your co-operation will be very much appreciated and I shall make 
sure to distribute any outcomes (in terms of publications, workshops etc.) to you personally.  All 
sensitive information received will remain confidential and the finds of this study are a
enhancing conservation efforts in the region. 
 
Sincerely 
 
Dr Lindy Thompson     André Botha 
Postdoctoral Researcher, UKZN                                        Birds of Prey Programme                   
K2C Hooded Vulture Project      Endangered Wildlilfe Trust
Cell :072 241 4611     cell : 082 962 5725
Email lindojano@yahoo.com     email : andreb@ewt.org.za
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A new perspective - Birds of West Acres 
 

When I moved from the farm on Rhenosterkop to Steiltes, there was a distinct change in the birdlife. 
I no longer saw or heard the true bush birds, or species like Buff-spotted Flufftail, African Cuckoo, 
Black Cuckoo-shrike, Black Cuckoo, Narina Trogon, the Tchagras, Wood-hoopoes or the various 
Bush-shrikes and in 16 years only once saw Burchell's Coucal. 
 
I didn't know what to expect when earlier this year I decided to move to a cottage at Herfsakker 
which is in the heart of the old residential sector of Nelspruit. I had a delightful surprise on the day I 
first came to view the new abode, as I was welcomed by a chattering committee of Red-billed 
Wood-hoopoes - a good omen.  
 
There's a greater diversity of birdlife in this hollow 
and I'm convinced it has to do with an enormous 
variety of old established gardens with huge trees 
and hedges, as well as the remaining vestiges of the 
once-abundant wetlands.  
 
I could hardly believe my ears, soon after my arrival, 
on hearing the mysterious call of a Buff-spotted 
Flufftail at about three one morning and on 
numerous subsequent occasions. It has always had 
a special emotive appeal for me (Photo by Hugh 

Chittenden) 

   
A call that immediately transports me to Ndumu or Mkuze, especially the latter, is the melodious, 
bubbling early-morning greeting of Burchell’s Coucal which so often presages a shower of rain later 
in the day. They often call in the wetland just below Figtree Street and I've also heard them right on 
the Herfsakker property. Bill and I once recorded a duet near the red cliffs on Mkuze. It was a 
moment of pure magic. And hearing two birds calling at the end of summer, right in our extended 
garden - well, talk about goosebumps!  
 

I'd say our most obvious resident species are Purple-crested Turaco, Red-eyed Dove and Hadeda 
Ibis - they're certainly the noisiest. The Hadedas roost in a dead tree behind the nearby Road and 
Town Lodges and in midsummer they set their alarms for about 04h00.  
 
The list includes Robins, Tinkerbirds,  Barbets, Swifts, Weavers, Brown-hooded Kingfisher, Golden-
tailed Woodpecker, Black-backed Puffback, Black-headed Oriole, Natal Spurfowl, Greater 
Honeyguide, European Bee-eater, African Green Pigeon, Green-backed Camaroptera, Red-winged 
Starling and - horror of horrors- a swarm of rowdy Common Mynahs when the Trichilia emetica 
were in fruit.  
 
I'm not going to enumerate all the species I've seen and heard, because that can be deadly dull, so 
I'm leaving the reader with only a few impressions.  
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Peter Lawson also lives at Herfsakker, right opposite the wetland and he has the full advantage of 
the entire dawn chorus every single day - how lucky can one be? I can imagine him though, saying 
he doesn't really appreciate the dusk and midnight choruses emanating from the Innibos Festival 
every year! 

Jo Onderstall, Nelspruit  
 

Jo, you say the call of Burchell’s Coucal is your favourite.  This is what Nick Steele, warden of 
Umfolozi/Hluhluwe between 1964 to 1974, has to say about that bird.......  “Words cannot do justice 
to its rounded bubbling liquid call, synonymous with the rivers of South Africa. Much is written about 
the cry of the Fish Eagle and it is indeed a splendid sound but the call of Burchell’s Coucal on a 
riverbank sends ripples of joy through me”. Editor 
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Home Sightings and Swallows..... 
 

Although seasonally it was Spring by March temperatures remained chilly with winds from the north-
east, but by the end of April it had steadfastly arrived.   Most trees, despite cold nights, had 
blossomed gloriously with delicate greenery following in their wake by month-end and all winter’s 
wooded tracery had disappeared. Birds on the other hand had not hesitated to get on with what 
they must. The dawn chorus was in full voice by mid-February with main soloists being Blackbirds, 
Song Thrush and doves with solos from Robins all backed by a myriad of small birds too numerous 
to mention. Although I have not witnessed any spectacular sightings the presence and activities of 
all birds is inspiring and uplifting. I am happy with whatever comes my way.   
 

Blackbirds ultimately settled their chasing and scrapping - nine of them all around the lawn and 
garden beds - with three pairs allocating themselves their own particular patch in our small garden. 
Soon they were hard at work from the crack of dawn together with two or three pairs of Robins 
scurrying around in every conceivable place and neighbouring areas, harvesting nesting materials 
of fine twigs, larger sticks almost too large to manoeuvre, grasses, moss, feathers, sheep’s wool, 
leaves and even bark from silver birches. These two songsters along with the Song Thrush are 
always around brightening up the dullest of days with song.    
 

One pair of Blackbirds adopted the strangest of containers in which to try to bath- a very small 
ornamental galvanized bucket - from which they regularly drank, besides frequenting the general 
birdbath. From the edge of the bucket they wobbly perched, dipping and fluffing in water hardly 
lifted by flapping wings and daring to take a quick flap across the waters' surface. I think they 
enjoyed using the fresh water not waiting until the bird-bath to be freshly topped up. Within a few 
weeks, supplies from all available feeding stations were in tremendous demand. 
 

Blackbirds are wondrous tillers of soil, being 
over-zealous at times in garden beds, 
scratching and beaking for earth worms as well 
as hop-hop-hopping all over the lawn pulling 
the worms free from the grass, to be 
decimated into tiny scraps to be fed to 
hatchlings.   One female fancied rolling her 
chopped worm in crushed mealworms mixed 
with ground peanuts and sunflower seed.   
Within a couple of weeks or more the products 
of all their hard work were brought to feeding 
areas where we could view tiny baby 
Chaffinches and Robins begging to be fed, in contrast to larger Blackbird fledglings which seemed 
insatiable.  A second nesting must already be taking place as youngsters can now fly well and feed 
themselves. (Blackbird Photo lifted from the Web) 
 

A visiting Goshawk had no luck, happily, in attempting to grab an ignorant, inexperienced newcomer 
from a suspended feeding house by trying to enter into it, creating such a racket with its comical 
blundering action frightening all potential objects for a meal to fly off to safety. 
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When watching for Swallows, a pair of Pied Wagtails dropped into the local beer garden across the 
road from us, for quick refreshment. After rummaging in a bed of trumpeting daffodils off they flew 
on a breeze towards a stream. 
 

Swallows were first seen two days earlier this year than last year - on 5 April. More and more 
arrived as days moved on through the month. A pair sussed out the barn but appeared to be very 
timid - giving me the impression they were not the breeding pair of last year. Maybe they were some 
of last years' offspring. On the whole Swallow activity has been very quiet. Very little rain fell during 
April making nest building or renovation very difficult with no immediately available mud. After a 
week or so resting from their long journey they gathered material from over the fields to refurbish 
two nests, one of which is being used at present - last years' nest. All is still very quiet although 
today there has been more action. They have been seen to be in the nest, probably incubating - all 
will be revealed.     
 

Further along the road from where we are is our local farm store and there, Swallows are 
exceedingly active, flying in and out of the warehouse and are said to have arrived about a week or 
two ago.  Their chatter must be a delight for the owner attending the store and he is very happy to 
accept their return as an annual event and allows them their privileged use of his premises. 
 

Benny Rainsford. 
Gloucestershire.UK 

 

Always so good to hear from you Benny and we are thrilled that you are still actively bird-watching! 
Editor 

 
 

 
The Lady is a Tramp 
 

A truly good-looking waterbird is 
the African Jacana  Actophilornis 
africanus.  They can be readily 
found in the Klaserie Private Nature 
Reserve on wetlands, marshes and 
rivers wherever there are pools of 
water with floating vegetation, 
particularly water lilies. The 
Afrikaans name is Grootlangtoon 
which is very descriptive as they 
have incredibly long toes, which are 
necessary for walking on floating 
vegetation. 

 

Their chestnut plumage is most attractive and is enhanced by having a pale blue bill and frontal 
shield. Having a black and white neck, with a dash of yellow where it joins the chest adds contrast 
to the body and wing colour and they are easy to spot as they dash around and upturn water lily 
leaves in their search for a tasty meal of water insects, slugs and snails. 
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The African Jacana is a common waterbird in the KPNR and the word ‘common’ has another 
meaning to female birds. They are Polyandrous, which means that the breeding role is completely 
reversed and the man does all the work while the lady runs around chasing any man she can see 
and mates with them all. She is much bigger than him and weighs about 70% more than he does, 
so the little males are truly hen-pecked. She is also very vocal as she chases the guys and utters a 
range of screeching, scolding and yapping notes. 
 

The male bird builds a flimsy floating nest of water vegetation and mating takes place on the nest.  
The only other association our lady has with the nest is to return briefly over a four day period to lay 
an egg each day. She will mate again with the same male at every opportunity and he dare not 
argue. In between egg-laying she will be off chasing other males and will mate with them as well 
and deposit eggs in their nests too.  She will deposit up to ten clutches of four in each nest during 
the breeding season, after mating with up to seven different males. The eggs are a lovely rich brown 
colour, highly glossed and marked throughout with scrolls of thick, wavy black lines and are 
probably the best-looking of all bird eggs. 
 

Once the clutch of four has been laid, Dad takes over all parental duties. He incubates the eggs 
until they hatch after about 24 days and he is then a devoted father. He teaches the little ones how 
to find food and shows them what to eat. 
He also aggressively defends them 
against predators and tucks them under 
his wings to keep warm in cold weather 
and at night. Mom has nothing to do with 
parental duties whatsoever and the little 
ones don’t even know their mother. She 
in turn spends most of her time chasing 
any man she comes across and that is 
why ‘the lady is a tramp’. 
 

There is good reason for this behaviour 
though and this is one of the marvels of 
nature. Due to their watery habitat there 
are many predators lurking around in search of both eggs and young birds. These predators consist 
of otters, water mongoose, catfish, monitor lizards, herons and other predators. Occasional flooding 
is also a threat.  Thus for the species to survive and be successful they must produce a large 
number of offspring to compensate for the unfortunates who do not make it to adulthood.  

Peter Lawson, Nelspruit  
 
This article was written for Klaserie Chronicle, the quarterly newsletter of the Klaserie Private Nature 
Reserve. (Editor) 
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Taming the Tamers of the Dragon 
 

My obsession with raptors may be in danger 
of boring some readers. But, coming from a 
country where there are relatively few - in 
number and species - you will either 
hopefully forgive this trait or read on. 
 

There can also be fewer more stunning 
locations on earth than to watch these birds 
than the looming backdrop of the 
Drakensberg mountains. Champagne 
Castle, Cathkin and Cathedral Peaks reach 
for the lower stratosphere as the Kwa-Zulu 
highlands rise to the mountainous kingdom 
of Lesotho. 
 

What more natural amphitheatre to observe 
the great birds of prey in their home 

environment? Somehow neither falconry at an English county fair or even an actual hunt in the 
deserts of the Gulf executed by exotic dish-dashed handlers can compete with this spectacle. 
 

So we stand and gaze in awe at these magnificent winged hunting machines. 
 
Gliding, rising, soaring, searching, diving. Noting how man has for more than 4000 years trained 
them to feed him or emulating their use of the airstream for manufacturing aerial vehicles which will 
also allow their hapless frames to fly. 
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With a light airflow from the peaks and thermals rising from the valley floor, these truly awesome 
specimens hold us spellbound. 
 

The huge, graceful Verreauxs’ Eagles with their massively sharp talons capable of snatching a 
small buck, peer knowingly through intelligent, high-vision eyes the size of b
lazily glide, traversing the updrafts searching out their quarry from the height of a stealth bomber. 
Despite the occasional harassment from smaller species they dominate the skies with their bulk and 
haughty grandeur.  
 

Yet even their dominating size pales as vast wing-span of a Bearded Vulture appears overhead. 
With only 250 remaining in the Drakensberg, the sight is breath-taking. We also count 21 Cape 
Vultures circling a feed kitchen in tight formation. 
 

But these are the menacing hunters and scavengers - the heavy bombers of the bird
imagine standing on a high peak with a missile passing your face at speed? Yes, this is an earth
stopping moment. The speed and ability to lock on to its target ensures that our faces j
experience the slipstream.  
This is the realm of the Peregrine Falcon, the world's fastest recorded creature.
 

It swoops and dives at speeds exceeding 400 kph with certainty and pinpoint accuracy. Its bi
eyesight and inbuilt lung protectors 
allow spectacular dives to stun the 
prey before it knows what has 
happened. 
 

These creatures are a joy to 
experience and if not 
Universe, then undoubtedly the 
Masters of the 
 

Peter Doble
 

 

 
 

DO YOU NEED A SPECIAL AND PRACTICAL GIFT FOR A FAMILY MEMBER OR BIRDING FRIEND? 
A GIFT THAT HELPS BIRDS, CONTRIBUTES TO THE ENVIRONMENT AND 

WHICH LASTS FOR A WHOLE YEAR?? 

A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION TO BIRDLIFE LOWVELD IS A GREAT IDEA
 

For more information, contact Membership Secretary Karen Bullen 
on (home) 013 010 1228 or (cell) 083 305 8553 
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This is the realm of the Peregrine Falcon, the world's fastest recorded creature.  

It swoops and dives at speeds exceeding 400 kph with certainty and pinpoint accuracy. Its bi-focal 
eyesight and inbuilt lung protectors 
ow spectacular dives to stun the 

prey before it knows what has 

These creatures are a joy to 
experience and if not Masters of the 
niverse, then undoubtedly the 
asters of the Skies. 

Peter Doble, White River 

 

DO YOU NEED A SPECIAL AND PRACTICAL GIFT FOR A FAMILY MEMBER OR BIRDING FRIEND?  
A GIFT THAT HELPS BIRDS, CONTRIBUTES TO THE ENVIRONMENT AND  

A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION TO BIRDLIFE LOWVELD IS A GREAT IDEA. 

Karen Bullen  
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Migration of Bar-tailed Godwit - A story of Disaster 
 
BirdLife Australia is working hard to protect endangered 
habitat used by waders and shorebirds on arrival in Australia 
from their breeding grounds in the Arctic region.  One of the 
birds threatened by habitat destruction due to development 
is the Bar-tailed Godwit. This medium-sized wader 
undertakes an extraordinary journey each year. It has the 
longest ever recorded non-stop flight of 11,500km from 
north to south. 
 

This is equivalent to us being required to run a non-stop marathon for 9 days at 53km per hour all 
the way.  They have no food on the journey and have to catch sleep while flying at the same time. 
There is still more to this amazing story. 
 

Breeding takes place in Alaska and adult birds depart from the breeding grounds, after staying just 
long enough to ensure their chicks can survive on their own.  The Godwit chicks fatten up on insects 
and then they make the migratory journey alone, without their parents.  This is truly an incredible 
feat! 
 

Adult birds and chicks arrive in Australia exhausted. They lose up to 50% of their body weight and 
need to rest and recover – much like Comrades Marathon runners do after the big race.  Their 
wetland habitats are crucial for resting and feeding up again, before they fly back to Alaska. 
 
The big concern of BirdLife Australia is that the coastal resting grounds of these incredible 
shorebirds are disappearing, or are increasingly threatened by human overdevelopment.  There is a 
massive decline of the Bar-tailed Godwit population due to the loss of crucial wetland habitat.  
Imagine arriving worn-out and exhausted at your wetland resting place – and finding a habitat-
polluting coal loading terminal instead. You would be looking forward to some tasty molluscs in your 
favourite shallow marshes – and finding that over-extraction of water has left a saline wasteland. 
Many pristine roosting places have also been replaced by residential and tourism development in 
the Great Barrier Reef Coastal Zone.  This is an ongoing process despite the fact that some of 
these sites are supposedly protected under the international RAMSAR convention. 
 
The threat to Godwits is not only restricted to Australia. On their return journey to Alaska, Bar-tailed 
Godwits take a different route.  Instead of flying direct to the Arctic, they make a stopover in China 
or South Korea. The Asian wetlands and mudflats are significant sites for resting and refuelling for 
many shorebird species. Major land reclamation projects in these countries have wiped out huge 
areas of wetlands, and this is ongoing. 
 

Bar-tailed Godwit numbers are more than 50% down.  Some regular sites in Australia show even 
higher declines – as much as 78%.  That is truly alarming, and all due to human greed. We wish 
BirdLife, Australia the very best in their gallant attempt at saving this migratory bird.  It is one we see 
in South Africa as well, where it is also on the decline for similar reasons.  

Peter Lawson. 
(with acknowledgements to Paul Sullivan, CEO BirdLife, Australia). 
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Flying High 
South Africa - “A bird’s eye view” 
 
What strikes you most about traversing South Africa by air is the intense and unfathomable 
vastness of this land.  
 
From the dense vegetation and subtropical heat of Lowveld in the north east to the mild 
Mediterranean climate of Cape Town in the south-west, the landscape stretches unremittingly.  The 
impenetrable bush and granite outcrops of Mpumalanga gradually give way to the extensive 
croplands of the Free State. Giant spaces of agriculture are fed by the Vaal and Orange rivers, 
channelled into huge dams. The central provincial capital of Bloemfontein features prominently at 
30,000 feet but little else breaks the skyline to the Lesotho highlands.  
 
Pastoral settlements with their irrigated circles become more scarce as the semi-arid Karoo starts 
forming much of the western belt. Endless ribbons of tarmac, empty of transit life, disappear into the 
barren beyond. The reddish brown soil is cragged with dry gullies and tiny homesteads sparkle from 
its lunar surface. Existence in this great void, which could swallow most European countries, is 
difficult to imagine. Indeed, how the early pioneers and fortune hunters forged through this 
inhospitable outback to locate mineral riches without the aid of modern navigation, sets the mind 
spinning. 
 
The cold Benguela current forces mist across the final frontier of the Northern Cape. Then, after a 
journey from one side of the continent to the other, the Western Cape peeks into view. Expansive 
wheat fields stretch along the western seaboard. The mountain ranges swelling around the Mother 
City reveal pockets of rural richness.  
 
The neat fields create the uniform land of the European settlers. The winelands create vivid 
greenery against the forbidding grey massifs. The strong south easterly wind whips across the 
southern oceans to temper the inland heat. Cape Town nestles below its towering table top in a tight 
bowl and the two marvellous points of this diverse geography are conjoined in sharp contrast. My 
heart soars and an inner spiritualism says “This is truly a land of majestic beauty – a world in one 
country.” 
 

Peter Doble, White River 
 

Not about birds, but about a wonderful bird-rich country – beautifully descriptive and well written, 
Peter. Thank you. Editor 
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BIRDING CODE OF ETHICS 
Birders have an obligation at all times to protect 
wildlife, the natural environment and the rights of 
others. We provide leadership by adhering to 
guidelines of good birding behaviour. 
 
 
 

1. Birders promote the welfare of birds or other wildlife 
o Observe and photograph birds without knowingly disturbing or stressing them in any 

significant way. 
o Artificial light should be used sparingly and with discretion during filming and photography. 
o Avoid chasing and repeatedly flushing birds. 
o LIMIT THE USE OF RECORDINGS, MOCK ALARM CALLS AND SIMILAR METHODS 

OF ATTRACTING BIRDS AT ALL TIMES, especially in heavily birded areas or during 
breeding seasons when playback will divert territorial birds from more important duties 
such as feeding their young. Pay careful attention to the volume of the playback deployed 
and carefully monitor the birds’ response to the recording. Do not play the recording 
repeatedly. If a reaction from the bird is not forthcoming immediately, then playback is 
unlikely to work. 

o Avoid using recordings to attract any bird species that is listed threatened on the regional 
or global Red List (ie categories Critically Endangered, Endangered, Vulnerable or Near-
threatened) 

o Keep appropriate distances from nests and nesting colonies, thus not disturbing them or 
exposing them to danger. 

o Refrain from handling birds and eggs unless in recognised research activities. 
o When the presence of a rare bird is announced, give careful consideration to the potential 

for disturbance of the bird and its surroundings (including other biodiversity in the area) 
 

2. Birders protect the natural environment. 
o Drive and walk only on existing roads, trails and pathways to avoid trampling 

nests or disturbing fragile habitat. 
o Leave all habitats as they are found 
o Before setting off on a “twitch” birders should consider the impact their travel 

arrangements will have on climate and the environment in general, and should 
consider contributing towards conservation efforts by submitting data to various 
atlasing projects, or using the twitch as a fundraising opportunity for bird 
conservation 
 

3. Birders respect the rights of others  
o Respect the privacy and property of others by observing “No Trespassing” 

signs, and by asking permission to enter private or posted lands. 



        32

o Practice courtesy in our contacts with others. For example, limit requests for 
information, and make them at reasonable hours. 

o Always behave in a manner that will enhance the image of the birding 
community in the eyes of the public. 
 

4. Birders in groups have special responsibilities: 
o Take special care to alleviate problems and disturbances multiplied when more 

people are present. Act in consideration of the group’s interest as well as our 
own. 

o Support by our actions, the responsibility of the group leader(s) for the conduct 
of the group. As group leaders we will : 

• Assume responsibility for the conduct of the group 
• Learn and inform the group of any special rules, regulations or 

conduct applicable to the area or habitat being visited. 
• Limit groups to a size that does not threaten the environment or the 

peace and tranquillity of others. 
• Teach others birding ethics through words and example. 

 
 

 
 
Comment from the Editor  
 
We all need to take careful note of this and read it many times over. 
 
I have been birding with prominent birders in countries such as the United Kingdom, the USA and 
some European countries where bird call playback is frowned upon.  I have also been birding in 
Australia with top guides who only used recordings to illustrate what we would be looking for, and 
they never once used recordings to call up target species. 
 
It is sad that in South Africa there is total abuse and almost all birders and guides play bird calls 
extensively.      I am not saying that we should not use playback at all, but that the utmost caution and 
discretion should be exercised, all the while ensuring the least disturbance to the birds we are 
watching! 
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Club outing at Grassit 
 

Only eight loyal members ventured out on Sunday 31 May on what turned out to be a really great 
outing. The weather was perfect with clears skies and not even the slightest breeze and we listed 
76 birds in just over three hours. In summer with migrants present and birds calling it could be 
expected, but for almost mid-winter it was exceptional. 
 

We parked our cars in a corner of the cultivated grassland and strolled to a dam and beyond.  There 
were huge mixed flocks of Southern Red Bishop, Red-collared Widowbirds and Fan-tailed 
Widowbirds feeding on the ground. They were in non-breeding plumage which made identification a 
challenge, but our small group was keen to learn.  African Pipit, Yellow-throated Longclaw and 
African Wattled Lapwings were also on the ground ahead of us. 
 

The dam had African Jacana, Common Moorhen, Little Grebe, Black Crake, Purple Heron, Reed 
Cormorant and African Darter in the water and smaller birds in the reeds and shore vegetation such 
as Golden Weaver, Dark-capped Yellow Warbler and more. A nice surprise was hearing Red-
chested Flufftail hiding amongst water plants at the dam inlet and seeing a Cape Clawless Otter 
swimming in front of us. 
 

We walked across the grass cultivation and had a flock of Grey-rumped Swallows flying low nearby. 
They were probably feeding on insects in the grass but also likely to be searching for rodent holes 
to nest in. They breed during winter. Malachite Kingfisher was at the next dam and Lesser Swamp-
Warbler was hiding in the reeds. A pair of Yellow-billed Duck was on the far side of the dam and 
Cattle Egrets were in the reeds. There was a distant view of a perched Long-crested Eagle and the 
only other raptor seen was Black-shouldered Kite. 
 

The outing ended with a drive to a couple of dams at the entrance to the farm road leading to the 
homestead.  New birds included Black-headed Heron, Cape Grassbird, Brimstone Canary, Cape 
Wagtail, Pied Kingfisher, Blacksmith Lapwing and more. The best of all came when we strolled 

down an overgrown path 
to a well-hidden dam, 
picking guavas to eat 
along the way. Sitting low 
and still amongst water 
lilies was a pair of scarce 
White-backed Duck. 
 (Photo by Warwick Tarboton) 

 
That was really special as 
they are seldom seen in 
the Lowveld.  
 

Peter Lawson Nelspruit 
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Atlasing Olifants Gorge, Kruger National Park 
 
On 18 April Duncan McKenzie and I atlased the gorge where the Olifants river flows into 
Mozambique.  We left Olifants camp at 06:00 when the gates opened and followed expert directions 
given to us by Ian Whyte. He knows the Park so well and we got to our destination without a single 
wrong turn which can so often happen when atlasing off the beaten track in Kruger. It was a long 
drive and we crossed the wide Letaba River upstream from where it joins the Olifants.  Our road 
then took us NE into pentad 2350_3145 on the boundary with Mozambique. This pentad had not 
previously been atlased so we spent two hours in it while gradually heading SE towards our main 
target pentad and changed it to yellow on the SABAP2 website map. 
 
The weather was not too kind to us at first and we experienced a bit of drizzle and windy conditions 
that kept birds still and quiet. Our total for this pentad came to 42 species and to add to our excuses 
the habitat consisted mainly of Mopani and Red Bush-Willow which is not ideal bird habitat. We 
listed some good birds though such as Pale Flycatcher, Grey Penduline-Tit, Green-winged Pytilia, 
Black-chested Snake-Eagle and Black Stork to name but a few. 
 
We then continued along the Lebombo ridge to pentad 2355_3150 and had a stunning view from 
our lofty Ryolite perch of the gorge below us (see photograph on next page).  The shores were lined 
with plenty of enormous crocodiles and to our left the river was now named Rio Dos Elefantes which 
flowed through a rocky gorge into the enormous Massingir Dam in the Limpopo National Park. 
 

Our bird list for this pentad was better than the 
previous one and came to 68 species, in spite of 
being closer to mid-day which is not the best 
birding time. Some of the birds we listed were 
Acacia Pied Barbet, Mocking Cliff-Chat, Great 
Egret, Jameson’s Firefinch, Yellow-bellied 
Greenbul, Goliath Heron, African Hawk-Eagle, 
Crowned and Trumpeter Hornbills, White-
crowned Lapwing, Yellow-billed Oxpecker (on 
buffalo), Double-banded Sandgrouse and 
Stierling’s Wren-Warbler amongst others. 
 
We eventually dragged ourselves away from this 
lovely part of Kruger and headed on the long 
drive back to Olifants Camp, tired but happy. 
 

Peter Lawson, Nelspruit  
 

(Photo Mike Grimes) 
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Olifants Gorge, Kruger National Park (Photo by Duncan McKenzie) 
 

 
 
 
Master Mimic 
 

On Thursday 4 June whilst working away at my desk, I heard what I thought was the call of a Natal 
Spurfowl.  It sounded really close so I decided to walk onto the balcony to see where it was foraging 
in our small garden which is on the edge of a green belt in the suburb of Steiltes in Nelspruit. 
 

I couldn’t see the bird anywhere on the ground and eventually located a Fork-tailed Drongo sitting 
on a low branch in deep shade –advertising its presence with the spurfowl’s distinctive ka-keek, ka-
keek call and even including that high-pitched whistle made by the chicks. 
 

The drongo kept up the different calls for several minutes until our spaniel appeared at the fence 
disturbing its repertoire and it flew off. 
 

It was interesting to see and hear at close quarters what I’ve only read about!! 
 

Karen Bullen, Nelspruit 
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Strong Data from latest Roadkill Survey 
 
Surveys of wild animals killed by passing traffic 
(roadkill) have produced strong data and several 
recommendations. This is according to Bridgestone, 
which sponsored the Endangered Wildlife Trust's (EWT)  
recent investigations into the issue of roadkill in the Pilanesberg National Park. 

 
The surveys, conducted by the EWT between 21 October and 23 November 2014, consisted of on-
site investigation of roadkill as well as questionnaires completed by 302 visitors to the park. Of the 
120 roadkill observed by the roadkill research team, 62 were amphibians, 27 were reptiles, 20 were 
birds, ten were mammals and one was not identifiable.  
 
Vehicle numbers were monitored by the use of traffic counting devices. However, the roadkill 
research team soon discovered that elephants had taken a liking to the devices and damaged them. 
Drawing on previous research which has shown that elephants dislike the smell of chilli pepper, the 
team then applied a daily coating of chilli pepper and oil onto the counters. The traffic counting 
devices were then protected from further damage. 
 
One of the most interesting aspects of the project was the role of speed in contributing to roadkill. 
“More than 95% of respondents to the questionnaire survey believe that speed is the sole cause of 
roadkill. Our aim was to investigate this issue in more detail,” said the EWT's Wildlife and Roads 
Project Executant, Wendy Collinson. 
 
Compliance with park speed limits was found to be high, with 72% of the 6981 vehicles monitored 
driving at or below the speed limits. In order to investigate the role of speed in determining rates of 
roadkill, the research team placed fake animals on the road and observed the behaviour of 201 
drivers. “Of these drivers, almost 70% were considered to not be looking at the road, but rather 
scanning the bush for wildlife”, said Collinson. “This suggests that many roadkills in national parks 
happen because of the expectation that animals are to be found in the habitat alongside the road, 
rather than on the road itself”, she added. 
 
The team did not find a significant relationship between the number of fake animals hit and the 
speed at which the vehicles were travelling, with 71.5% of drivers driving over the animals when 
assessed to be driving less than 20 km/h, 62.1% when driving between 20-40 km/h, and 74.2% 
driving more than 60 km/h. 
 
“From our survey, it seems that observation levels of the driver, rather than the speed of the vehicle, 
is the key factor in preventing roadkills,” Collinson commented. “One of our recommendations from 
the latest roadkill survey is that a driver awareness campaign be launched in parks to make drivers 
more aware of animals on the roads themselves,” Collinson commented. 
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Collinson also said she was concerned about the low awareness levels of roadkills among park 
visitors. “Of the 284 respondents who had visited a park previously, only 2.8% had noticed roadkill, 
with 6.3% noticing a roadkill on their current visit,” she explained. 
 
Steven Dell, Pilanesberg National Park’s Field Ecologist remarked, “despite the use of road signs 
both at the park gates and within the park as well as efforts to raise public awareness of roadkill, 
roadkill still occurs. This project was extremely beneficial to the park as it has assisted in identifying 
the cause for roadkill and will enable us to focus our future public awareness efforts.” 
 
Bridgestone PR Manager, Desirée van Niekerk, said the results of the latest roadkill survey had 
proved as fascinating as ever. “Bridgestone has been involved with the roadkill project for three 
years now, and we applaud Wendy and her team's contribution to both road safety and wildlife 
protection,” she said. “We hope these latest findings will soon be used to improve the quality of the 
experience of park visitors and safeguard the animals in these protected areas,” she concluded. 
 
The next stage of the project will shortly commence in Addo Elephant National Park. 
 
The EWT’s Wildlife and Roads Project in Pilanesberg was supported by Bridgestone SA, Arrow 
Bulk Logistics, Pilanesberg National Park, Copenhagen Zoo, Mikros Traffic Monitoring and 
Africa:Live. For further information please contact Wendy Collinson on wendyc@ewt.org.za  
 
EWT Contacts:            
Wendy Collinson  
Project executant: Wildlife and Roads Project  
Endangered Wildlife Trust \Tel: +27 11 372 3600 \  wendyc@ewt.org.za 
 
Shelley Lizzio 
Manager: National Biodiversity and Business Network 
Endangered Wildlife Trust \ Tel: +27 11 372 3600 \ shelleyl@ewt.org.za 
 
Lillian Mlambo, Communications Manager 
Endangered Wildlife Trust \ Tel +27 11 372 3600 \ lillianm@ewt.org.za 

 
Bridgestone SA Contact: Desiree van Niekerk, PR Manager 
BRIDGESTONE SOUTH AFRICA (PTY) LTD 
Tel: +27 11 923 7501 
dvanniekerk@bridgestone.co.za 
www.bridgestone.co.za  
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BIRDLIFE LOWVELD TURNING KRUGER GREEN –  
FIRST QUARTER REPORT 2015. 

 

Message from BLL Chairman – Don Williams  
Turning Kruger Green (TKG) has been going for 16 months and the BLL 
committee believe it would be useful to re-state and perhaps clarify 

certain parameters. The paragraph below is extracted from our very first announcement of this 
project. 
 

An initial invitation by SANParks Avian Research Manager, Sharon Thompson, to engage more 
closely with SABAP2 in targeting poorly atlased areas within SANParks led to the development of 
the ‘Turn Kruger Green’ project. This project is now officially registered with SANParks. As part of 
the agreed contract between SANParks and the ADU, four select birders, led by Peter Lawson, are 
atlasing those areas of the Kruger National Park that are not accessible nor open to the public and 
citizen scientists. This permission is not available to anyone else. 
 

To assist in funding TKG, BLL offered to use some of their cash reserves built up over the previous 
few years.  They also agreed to be the agent for collecting and paying out donations received. This 
has been done on a very tightly controlled basis over the last 16 months. Funding extends to petrol 
and accommodation. Wear & tear on vehicles has to be borne by the team. 
 

A second aspect to this project is the atlasing done by Citizen Scientists during a regular or irregular 
visit to the KNP, but where they are travelling on the normal public roads. Whilst this type of atlasing 
is important and very useful it does not actually form part of the BLL funded TKG. 
 

The work being done by Peter and his team is not something done on a whim and fancy for a 
Sunday jaunt.  A great deal of effort is going into planning each trip so as to optimize funding 
against targeted pentads. Permissions have to be obtained from SANparks rangers and are often 
cancelled at a moment’s notice. Accommodation has to be arranged. Atlas cards have to be 
completed. On the latest 3 day trip Peter was on the go for 13 hours a day - this is hard, hard work. 
It is true that the team members are birders by choice and enjoy their hobby immensely, but TKG is 
more than a hobby; it is a determined effort to make a contribution to the CONSERVATION debate 
and eventually conservation policy implementation. 
 

ATLASING REPORT – Peter Lawson - Project Leader. 
We have completed the first quarter of 2015 and are pleased to announce that we are well ahead of 
targets as at 1st April.  The Greater Kruger National Park challenge set by the ADU for this SABAP2 
project is to cover 400 pentads during 2015 and submit 1500 checklists.  That sounds like a huge 
task but to date we have atlased 193 pentads for the first time this year and have submitted 445 
checklists. Percentage-wise that amounts to 48.25% and 29.67% respectively, so well done to all 
atlasers who have contributed so far. This applies to both citizen scientists and those registered with 
SANParks to atlas away from tourist routes. 
 

Another angle to evaluate progress is as follows, Of the 671 pentads in the designated area: 
10 pentads never been atlased; 34 pentads atlased once; 37 pentads atlased twice; 24 pentads 
atlased three times. Multiplying this out, a minimum of 240 pentad visits have to be made to 
complete the project by December 2016. 
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This does not sound like much but most are now remote and difficult to access – thus the cost per 
pentad of completing the task will increase. 
The study area is enormous as it includes not only the entire Kruger National Park, but all areas 
east of 31°E and north of 26°S. The area outside Kruger National Park includes private reserves, 
farms, lodges, towns and heavily populated rural areas and it all needs to be covered.  Many target 
pentads overlap into neighbouring countries such as Mozambique, Swaziland and Zimbabwe and it 
is possible for citizen scientists to cover these from within those countries so please bare this in 
mind. 
 

The long term target initially set for this three year project is to turn all 447 pentads included in the 
study area green by the end of 2016. This means that every pentad is to be atlased a minimum of 
four times, but of course the more times a pentad can be covered the better the data collected for 
the ADU, so please try to spend at least two hours in every pentad you visit and together we can 
make this the most profitable and rewarding ADU project ever. 
 

Target pentads away from regular tourist routes are expensive to cover and many are a mission to 
even reach once, never mind four times in all, but we are getting there and a big thank you must go 
to all who have contributed financially in one way or another. Without your assistance we most 
certainly would not be in the position we are at this time, but we still have a long way to go so 
contributions in terms of cash or kind are most welcome and will certainly be put to good use for this 
worthwhile cause. 
 

FINANCIAL REPORT – Frank Webb - Treasurer 
Since TKG started, at beginning December 2013, cash costs have amounted to R50072. This has 
been funded by donations received of R24572 and a transfer from BLL reserves of R25500.  
Donations received in cash totalled R 47272. Thus BLL has R22700 available from donations and 
the committee has committed R1500 per month until 31 December 2015 – a further R12000. The 
BLL committee pay over R4000 per month to the project team – we have just enough to see us 
through to December 2015. Whether this is sufficient, given further distances to travel and need for 
accommodation in far-away pentads, is a guess at this stage and 2016 will require additional 
donations. 
 

Of the donations received, R15650 has been raised by Peter Lawson undertaking BirdListing and 
Guiding activities on Likweti and The Rest Eco-Estate and donating the fees received back to TKG. 
BLL received an anonymous donation of R10000 and R5000 from BirdLife S.A. The balance is from 
many supporters who give according to their means and support level. Thank you to all. 
 

Bank account details for donations; 
Nedbank, Ferreira Street, Nelspruit 
Branch code 1589 52 
Account No. 1589 245660 
Use KNP Atlassing as a reference. 
 

For further information and discussion please contact any of the following: 
Peter Lawson   Don Williams  Frank Webb 
082 893 8804   082 392 1762  082 804 3486 
peter@lawsons-africa.co.za  donwill@telkomsa.net frank.webb@nelweb.co.za 
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ESKOM EMPLOYEES GIVE VERREAUXS’ EAGLE A LIFELINE  
   

A Verreauxs’ Eagle has been given a second chance at life, all thanks to two 
Eskom Employees and the Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT).
 

When two Eskom employees, Thabang Mosase and Phumzile Nikelo were 
inspecting a power line close to Petrusville they came across a bir
unable to fly. This prompted a call to Jeanine Burger, Senior Environmental 
Advisor, Eskom Transmission Free State Grid, who in turn reported the incident 
to the Eskom/Endangered Wildlife Trust partnership. 

EWT's Birds of Prey Programme was immediately dispatched to the scene to assist the Eskom 
employees. She identified the bird as a juvenile Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii
  

From observation, it appeared that the eagle had been grounded for a while as its left wing w
broken. The bird was taken to the Kimberley Veterinary clinic where it was stabilised and 
radiographed by Dr. Joe van Heerden to determine the extent of its injuries. After analysing the 
radiographs it was determined that the wing must have been broken at a young age and had 
attached at the wrong angle which would require surgery to repair. 
 

The bird has since been sent to Dr Hank Chalmers at Spier Eagle Encounters in the Western Cape 
for surgery. "The ultimate objective is for the bird to be released back into the wild where it belongs. 
We are holding thumbs that the surgery will be a success and that the bird will once again be able 
to soar in the skies of the Karoo. It is an amazing experience to work with all these people who have
such compassion for wildlife”, said Ronelle Visagie.  
 

Constant Hoogstad, EWT's Wildlife and Energy Programme Manager said, "
go to the two ‘good Samaritan’ Eskom employees, Thabang Mosase and Phumzile Nikelo. Without 
their swift action and knowledge on what to do, the bird would have had no chance of survival. The 
Eskom/Endangered Wildlife Trust partnership has developed a course dedicated to wildlife and 
power line interactions which teaches employees amongst other things, what to do when birds are 
found under power lines. Over the last 5 years more than 9000 Eskom employees completed this 
course and we are really seeing the results in the form of increased repo
 

Please visit www.ewt.org.za or contact  
Constant Hoogstad                              and   Lillian Mlambo 
 Wildlife and Energy    Communications Manager
Programme Manager      Endangered Wildlife Trust
Endangered Wildlife Trust      Tel: +27 11 372 3600
Tel: +27 11 372 3600 / 082 334 4176    lillianm@ewt.org.za
constanth@ewt.org.za  
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Communications Manager  
Endangered Wildlife Trust 
Tel: +27 11 372 3600  
lillianm@ewt.org.za 

    


