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The Lark  

Editor’s chirps 

We would like to thank everyone who 
contributed to this month’s issue and 
would encourage all of you to share your 
interesting excursions and sightings. Please 
submit any articles of interest to our club 
newsletter: birding trip reports, interesting 
observations or anything else more or less 
bird related. We are always keen to learn 
more about what you have seen. 

A big thank you to Marcia for all your hard 
work as editor in the past.  

We hope you like the new look of “The 
Lark”. Happy reading! 

Daniel and Raelene 
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NEWS 
 

Birding the Berg 

Daniel Engelbrecht, photos by Derek Engelbrecht 

The first week of January 2017 saw us birding the Southern Drakensberg and 
KwaZulu-Natal Highlands in search of the mountain and high-altitude bird specials of the 
area. We started off in Underberg, a small village nestled in the foothills of the Drakensberg 
Mountains. The 2nd January was our 
day to take on the iconic Sani Pass. 
We met our guide Stewart Maclean 
in Underberg and before long we had 
good sightings of Bush Blackcap, 
Grey-crowned Crane and Southern 
Bald Ibis. Once on the pass, we were 
rewarded with sightings of Bearded 
Vulture (x4) and Long-billed Pipit. We 
checked in at the South African 
Border post (1980m) and started 
getting the high altitude specials 
above 2500m. These included Drakensberg Siskin, Drakensberg Rockjumper and Grey-
winged Francolin, all prized birds for the area. We checked in at the Lesotho Border Post 
(2879m), our main target being the Mountain Pipit. Within minutes we bagged Sentinel 
Rock-thrush and Sickle-winged Chat. After walking for some time in search of the pipit, I 
began to despair that it was going to elude us. Fortunately Stewart tracked it down and we 
were rewarded with great photographs and views of it, including several aerial displays. We 

then continued to Thabana 
Ntlenyana, the highest point in 
southern Africa at 3482m, and 
picked up Large-billed Lark, 
Layard’s Warbler, Grey Tit, Karoo 
Prinia and Fairy Flycatcher on the 
way. After a long day birding we 
stopped over at the Highest Pub in 
Africa for a drink while    admiring 
some of the most amazing views in 
the country.  

 

The sought-after Mountain Pipit 

A young Rudd’s Lark 
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A female Drakensberg Rockjumper on Sani Pass 

 

Day 3 was another early 
morning for us with our new target 
being the critically endangered Blue 
Swallow. We set out for a farm called 
Highover (Hela Hela) and within 10 
minutes of scanning the grasslands, we 
saw three individuals. Unfortunately 
the weather was closing in and we 
didn’t see them again. We then left for 
Wakkerstroom, a small, sleepy town 
on the border of Mpumalanga and 
KwaZulu-Natal, where we saw, 
amongst  others, Rudd’s and Botha’s Larks, Yellow-breasted Pipit, Blue Korhaan and Eastern-
Long Billed-Lark. The wet conditions made birding challenging but we still managed to see 
about 200 species for the trip and, most importantly, 15 lifers!  

 

Two interesting records of ringed Palearctic migrants 

Derek Engelbrecht and Joe Grosel 

There have been two noteworthy records of 
ringed Palearctic migrants in the region since 
December 2016. The first record was a recovery of a 
Marsh Warbler and the second was a resighting of a 
colour-ringed Lesser Spotted Eagle. The details are 
provided below. 

Marsh Warbler 

DE was given the ring details (and a photo) of a 
Marsh Warbler that was trapped for food on 14 
December 2016 on the outskirts of the village of 
Thsikudini (22°57.365'S; 30°32.386'E) near 
Thoyandou.  The ring number was B-182207 and the 
inscription on the ring enabled me to track it down 
to the Ukrainian Ringing Centre in Kiev. The bird 
was ringed as a first year bird (immature) on 20 
August 2015 near Cholgini (49°58.079'N; 

The remains of the Marsh Warbler, the ring 
still attached. 
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Lesser Spotted Eagle J59, photographed in the Kruger National Park. This bird is now about 3 ½ years old.  

23°28.232'E) in the Ukraine. The straight line distance between the ringing locality and the 
place of recovery was 8046 km and the time elapsed between ringing and recovery was 483 
days (1 year, 3 months, 25 days). Yes, even a dead bird can still provide valuable information 
about its age, origin and movements. 

Lesser Spotted Eagle 

On 14 February 2017, JG photographed a colour-ringed Lesser Spotted Eagle just north of 
Gudzane Dam (24°18.640'S; 31°53.206'E) in the Kruger National Park. The red ring was on 
the left tarsus and the number J59 was clearly visible. This bird was ringed as a juvenile by 
Janusz Wojciak on 18 July 2013 near Lublin (50°29.696'N; 23°39.827'E) in Poland. The 
straight line distance between the ringing locality and the resighting was 8325 km and the 
time elapsed between ringing and resighting was 1308 days (3 years, 6 months and 28 days).  

We wish to express our gratitude to the following people: Lwendo Rasifudi for 
providing us with the details of the Marsh Warbler recovery, Anatolii Poluda, head of the 
Ukrainian Bird Ringing Centre in Kiev, Ukraine (Marsh Warbler) and Jan Lontkowski at the 
Museum of Natural History at Wroclaw University in Poland (Lesser Spotted Eagle) for their 
prompt feedback on these two interesting ringing records.  



 5 The Lark 10, March/April 2017 

 

 

 

*There are several colour-ring projects on birds from all over the world, so please 
keep an eye out for these. They can provide valuable information to scientists and assist with 
conservation of these species. If possible, try and take a photo, however bad, and send it to 
us. We will follow it up and notify you of the details. If you don’t have a camera, please take 
note of the type of colour marker used, e.g. leg ring, wing tag, flag on leg, the colour/s and 
combinations used, e.g. green above, yellow below, and if it is on the left or right leg or both 
legs.  

 

 

Image showing the ringing localities in Europe and the recovery/resighting localities for the Marsh Warbler (blue) and Lesser 
Spotted Eagle (red). 
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Gevlekte Riethaan (Spotted Crake) 

Nyslvley Uitstappie – 25 Februarie 2017 

Richter van Tonder (text) and Jody de Bruyn (photos) 

Die opkoms vir die uitstappie was noemenswaardig swak, aangesien dit die keer ‘n 
goeie nat seisoen is, wat ‘n paar skaars watervoëls mag trek en dit normaalweg ‘n gewilde 
uitstappie is.  

Met berigte dat daar reeds skaars trekvoëls is wat gesien is het ons (Richter, Jody, 
Conrad en Gershwin) vroeg die oggend uit Polokwane vertrek met die hoop op iets 
spesiaals. Ons was reeds net voor 6 uur by Vogelfontein, wat aan die noordooste kant van 
Nylsvley Reservaat is. Die area het goeie reën die laaste week gehad en dit was effe mistig 
met ons aankoms.  

Ons skop toe dadelik af met ‘n hele paar lekker waterspesies soos Gewone Nagreier 
(Black-crowned Night Heron), Ralreier (Squacco Heron), Europese Vleisangers (Sedge 
Warbler), en ‘n Europese Rietsanger (Marsh Warbler) by die parkeerarea. Die dag was 
gelukkig koel en die voëls aktief en ons was binne die eerste uur reeds op 66 spesies. Ons 
het ook vir Fires en Leonie daar ontmoet wat rustig verder op hul eie beweeg het.   

 

 

Ons het meer as drie ure by 
Vogelfontein spandeer en het amper 
moed verloor toe Jody iets langs die 
grondpad teen die grasse gewaar. Met 
‘n geskarrel by alle partye en die flits 
van vlerke, trippel die outjie toe oor die 
pad en Jody was reg om hom af te 
neem. ‘n Pragtige Gevlekte Riethaan 
(Spotted Crake) wat ons toe vermaak 
vir ‘n paar sekondes. 

Europese Vleisanger (Sedge Warbler) Ralreier (Squacco Heron) 
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Dit was ‘n lifer vir 2 van ons en ‘n Limpopo lifer vir 
almal!  

Ons kon toe met meer geruste harte aanbeweeg na 
die reservaat se kant toe. Die Jacana Skuiling, in die 
reservaat self, is darem oor gedoen. Maar daar is tans net 
een van die drie skuilings by Vogelfontein wat nog staan. 
Die hele area is sleg onderhou en dis jammer dat die ander 
skuilings nie al vervang is nie. Dit klink wel vir my of daar ‘n 
plan is om dit te herstel. 

Ons spesielys het geëindig op 127 vir pentad 
2435_2840. Die wat nie daar kon wees nie het beslis 
uitgemis. 

 

 

Birdlife Polokwane Bird Ringing Demonstration – 4 March 2017 

Derek Engelbrecht 

It’s 4 am and amidst the calls of Fiery-necked Nightjars, six of us (Billy Attard, Dirk 
Botha, Marianne McKenzie, Quentin and Marja Hagens and I) arrived at our faithful ringing 
station at the Aloe Ridge waterhole in the Polokwane Nature Reserve.  Our goal: to have the 
mist-nets up and open before dawn. No easy task in the dark when it feels like every 
Umbrella Thorn (Vachellia (Acacia) tortillis) is trying to get you and your precious mist-nets. 
Despite some mixed success by the Umbrella Thorns, most nets were up and open by dawn 
and we barely had a moment to enjoy our coffee when the first birds were caught.  

Our account for the day was opened with three Palearctic migrants: Willow Warbler, 
Marsh Warbler and the sought-after Olive-tree Warbler – the latter a lifer for quite a few.  A 
short while later, another Palearctic migrant, a male Red-backed Shrike, was caught. This 
was soon followed by a flock of Red-billed Queleas and a few Southern Masked Weavers, 
and I was beginning to fear the worst – a day of relentless quelea and weaver ringing. It 
turned out to be a false start and only a handful of individuals of these two species were 
caught the rest of the day. In general, bird numbers were notably down compared to 
previous years, but this is probably due to the good rains Polokwane received in the 10 days 

‘Geelpoot Riethaan’ by Vogelfontein. 
(Eds.: Crake spotting at Vogelfontein 
paid off as the party spotted a Spotted 
Crake).  
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Quentin Hagens (standing) assists the trainees Dirk and Marianne 
with the finer skills of bird ringing. 

prior to our ringing day. These rains resulted in plenty of temporary pools in the veld and 
many of the seed-eaters utilize these instead of drinking at our own ‘Old Faithful’. 

  

Anyway, after the queleas 
and weavers were processed, things 
calmed down and we had a steady 
stream of birds throughout the day. 
This gave all of us plenty of time to 
admire and study the birds from 
close-up and to show the attendees 
some of the identification features 
not always visible through our 
binoculars. Our ringing trainees, 
Marianne and Dirk, added a few 
new species to their ringing life list 
and are making steady progress 
towards their goal of becoming 
registered ringers – keep it up. Leoni 
Kellerman was so taken by the 
ringing that it seems like she may 
join Marianne and Dirk. 
Congratulations Leoni on ringing your first five birds and special thanks to Billy Attard who 
took her under his wing – excuse the pun. 

Catch of the day: Olive-tree Warbler, one of four Palearctic migrant species ringed. 
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Ashy Tit (left) and the juvenile Marico Flycatcher(right) that caused quite a stir of pages in the field guides. 

The Palearctic migrants aside, other 
notable highlights of the day included two male 
Diederik Cuckoos, a pair of Cape Glossy 
Starlings, a pair of Crested Barbets, an Orange-
breasted Bushshrike, and an Ashy Tit. Two 
immature Jameson’s Firefinches and a triad of 
juvenile Marico Flycatchers presented nice 
identification challenges for some, but what 
better way to learn than to have a bird in the 
hand. As they say, a bird in the hand is worth 
two in the bush (or is it book?). The catch of 
the day would have to be the Olive-tree 
Warbler, but the Orange-breasted Bushshrike 
did draw its well-deserved share of oohs and 
ahhs. Blue Waxbills topped the charts for most 

individuals ringed (18 individuals), but Red-billed Queleas were a close second at 15 
individuals and Laughing Doves (10 birds ringed) completed the winners rostrum. In what 
must be a first, we didn’t have a single retrap of a ringed bird. The grand total for the day 
was 86 individuals ringed, represented by 29 species. 

Overall, the day was a great success with over 30 people, young and old, visiting the 
ringing station. On behalf of Birdlife Polokwane, I wish to thank Dr. Ali Halajian who brought 
some students from the University of Limpopo and the municipality and the reserve 
management, in particular Mr. Maxwell Ledwaba and Me. Jane Mabasa, for their support of 
this day, for allowing us access to the reserve and providing logistical support to prepare the 
area at the ringing station.   

Orange-breasted Bushshrike, one of the star 
attractions on the day. 
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BIRD OF THE MONTH 
Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 

 

Although often overlooked, the Sedge 
Warbler is a common and widespread summer 
visitor in the northern and eastern parts of the 
southern Africa. Sedge Warblers are almost 
exclusively confined to wetland areas where it is 
most commonly found foraging in the lower 
substrata between reeds or other marshy plants, 
often on the ground. Although it can be difficult to 
get a clear view, it is not shy. The Sedge Warbler 

The ringing day in pictures. The ringing station resembled a flea market at times (top left). Helga Chauke and Abigail 
Ramudzuli from the Department of Biodiversity at the University of Limpopo had some hands on experience with birds 
(top right). Young and old(er) showed you are never too old to learn. Here Jade, May-Amy, Daniel and Jonathan share a 
lighter moment while ringing a Blue Waxbill (bottom left) and Billy is hawk-eyeing Leoni while she is ringing a 
Cinnamon-breasted Bunting (bottom right).  
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Their very warbler-like call can easily be distinguished from most other reed warblers 
and they are one of the easiest warblers to identify by sight. Their streaked upperparts and 
crown, as well as their distinct buffy eyebrow, make them almost unmistakable in the field. 

Although they share their habitat with 
several other warblers such as African Reed 
Warbler, Great Reed Warbler and Lesser 
Swamp Warbler, they tend to prefer more 
seasonally inundated areas with shorter 
emerging vegetation than the other 
warblers. 

Most Sedge Warblers in southern 
Africa are believed to be from populations 
east of the Balkans. They leave their 
breeding quarters in mid-July to mid-August 
and arrive in southern African from mid- to 
late-November and December. Their arrival 

in the subregion coincides with the peak of 
the wet season in this region which ensures 

the availability of ephemeral habitats such as seasonal wetlands or flooded grasslands, 
habitat types not occupied by resident warblers. They begin their return journey from South 
Africa in mid-March to early April. As you can imagine, the journey back is very demanding 
for a bird weighing only 13 g, so they need to stock up on fat reserves before they leave. 
Sedge Warblers do this by feeding on reed aphids and midges. These small insects give them 
the essential boost to fly to their breeding grounds in 6-8 weeks.   

Back in Europe, these birds will start breeding in May. The female builds a cup 
shaped nest using grass, mosses and sedges in which she lays 4-7 eggs. The chicks are 
independent at the age of only 30 days.  

Where and when? 

February and particularly March are the best months to see Sedge Warblers in the 
Polokwane area. Any wetland area will likely support at least a few birds in March and early 
April, but the Polokwane Bird Sanctuary and Sebayeng Wetlands are reliable spots to see 
them. 

 

 

 

 

Sedge Warbler. Note the streaked crown and 
prominent, buffy supercilium. 
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African Palm-swift skeleton 

REGULARS 
Bird briefs 

 

As light as a feather bird’s bones – The African Palm-swift  

Derek Engelbrecht 

Most birds have hollow bones and it is well known that a bird’s skeleton is lighter 
than its feathers. But how much does a skeleton way? Obviously it will depend on the size of 
the species, but one would think a bird spending practically most of its life airborne would 
not want to carry any extra weight. Enter the African Palm-swift. Adults of this species 
weigh on average 15 grams.  

In May 2015 I collected a dead, adult African Palm-swift from below its nesting tree 
and allowed it to dry and ‘decompose’ over a period of just over a year. This made it easy to 
remove the feathers and flesh-eating bugs essentially cleaned the skeleton for me. I 
separated all the feathers and the skeleton and dried in in a drying oven at 60°C for 4 days 
before weighing the remains using a Mettler Toledo semi micro-balance able to read to 5 
decimal places. 

The complete skeleton weighed only 
0.660 g! Let’s just pause a moment to consider 
this – the entire skeleton weighs just over half a 
gram. That’s equal to about 20 grains of rice or 
six times lighter than a teaspoon of sugar! All the 
feathers together weighed 1.047 g, considerably 
more than the skeleton, but still only just over a 
gram. The remiges (wing feathers) weighed 
0.464 g, the rectrices (tail feathers) 0.035 g and 
all the contour feathers combined weighed 
0.548 g. These results confirm we should 
perhaps reconsider the phrase ‘As light as a 
feather’.  

 

 

 



 13 The Lark 10, March/April 2017 

 

Chestnut-backed Sparrow-lark roosting pits 

Derek Engelbrecht 

Larks spend most of their time on the ground and it is therefore not surprising that 
they would spend their nights on the ground too. The roosting habits of relatively few larks 
are known, but Palearctic species such Crested Lark, Eurasian Skylark, Thekla Lark, Greater 
and Lesser Short-toed Larks are known to roost on the ground in shallow depressions 
excavated using their bills and feet (De Juana et al. 2004). Although free-ranging birds seem 
to dig a new roosting pit each day, a captive Crested Lark was recorded using its pit on six 
consecutive nights.  

Here I present some information on roosting pits of Chestnut-backed Sparrow-larks 
at Al3 De Loskop Farm north of Polokwane. I should note that Red-capped Larks also utilise 
roosting pits but they are indistinguishable from those of Chestnut-backed Sparrow-larks. 
Although my observations confirm that a new pit seems to be excavated on a daily basis, it 
is likely that an old roosting pit may be reused occasionally. I once observed a male digging 
such a pit and it took less than 10 minutes before it seemed ready for use. The limited data I 
have of night-time activities at nests showed that females incubate at night and males are 
likely to roost nearby. Such a strategy would allow for an extra pair of eyes or ears to detect 
possible nocturnal predators. The majority of these pits are usually within 0.5-2 m of an 
active nest.  

 

In fact, I often used the presence of roosting pits as a cue of an active nest in the 
vicinity. Although some pits contained droppings, most were clean. Keeping the pits clean 
may be an anti-predation strategy to escape the leering eyes of predators or to avoid 
attracting ants to the vicinity of the nest.  

Reference  

Chestnut-backed Sparrow-lark roosting pits (left) and a close-up of a roosting pit with some ‘night soil’ (right). 
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de Juana E, Suárez F and Ryan PG 2004. Family Alaudidae (Larks). In: Handbook of the Birds 
of the World Cotingas to Pipits and Wagtails, Volume 9, (eds) J. del Hoyo, A. Elliott & 
D.A. Christie, pp. 496–601.Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, Spain. 

 

 

SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW 

Derek Engelbrecht 

 

As you may know, I enjoy reading any bird related literature. I have a special 
fondness for old literature: I love the descriptive language, the measured words and, quite 
often, the sharp wit of the authors. You also get a good idea of how our approaches to 
conservation and science changed, how bird distributions changed and how technology has 
developed over the years. In this series I will feature an old (40+ years) and a new (less than 
five years old) bird-related article in each issue. 

Something old 

I came across this article in a 1934 volumes of Ostrich. It is beautiful! I hope you enjoy it as 
much as I did! 

 
“Jackie Hangman must have hung up some tasty morsel on a nearby spike 
and warns all-comers to ‘Leave it, leave it’.” See the text below for more 
delightful observations by the author. 
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Something new 

Do drones trouble birds? 

Drones are increasingly used in a variety of conservation and ecologically orientated 
projects. For example, a drone is used to count Cape Vulture nests on the cliffs of Blouberg. 
Drones are also becoming increasingly popular, and affordable, to amateur hobbyists. Thus, 
there is potential for human-bird conflicts, with possible devastating consequences. 
However, drones are here to stay and we have to develop ways to mitigate the impact, if 
any, on birds. Elisabeth Vas and co-workers recently published an interesting article in the 
journal Biology Letters on the effects of drones on birds and made some recommendations 
on how to minimise the impact of drones on birds. The article is free of charge and can be 
downloaded at http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2014.0754.  

 

Vas E, Lescroël A, Duriez O, Boguszewski G, Grémillet D. 2015 Approaching birds with 
drones: first experiments and ethical guidelines. Biol. Lett. 11: 20140754. 

Abstract 

Unmanned aerial vehicles, commonly called drones, are being increasingly used in ecological 
research, in particular to approach sensitive wildlife in inaccessible areas. Impact studies 
leading to recommendations for best practices are urgently needed. We tested the impact 
of drone colour, speed and flight angle on the behavioural responses of mallards Anas 
platyrhynchos in a semi-captive situation, and of wild flamingos (Phoenicopterus roseus) and 
common greenshanks (Tringa nebularia) in a wetland area. We performed 204 approach 
flights with a quadricopter drone, and during 80% of those we could approach unaffected 

A drone’s-eye view of a Wahlberg’s Eagle’s nest. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2014.0754
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birds to within 4 m. Approach speed, drone colour and repeated flights had no measurable 
impact on bird behaviour, yet they reacted more to drones approaching vertically. We 
recommend launching drones farther than 100 m from the birds and adjusting approach 
distance according to species. Our study is a first step towards a sound use of drones for 
wildlife research. Further studies should assess the impacts of different drones on other 
taxa, and monitor physiological indicators of stress in animals exposed to drones according 
to group sizes and reproductive status. 

 

 

 

 

IMPORTANT ENVIRONMENTAL DATES: MARCH/APRIL 2017 

Month Date Event 
March 12th  Plant a Flower Day 
 22nd World Water Day  
April 1st Fossil Fools Day 
 13th  International Plant Appreciation Day 
 22nd  Earth Day 
 

A drone is practically the only way to accurately monitor the nesting success of Cape Vultures on the cliffs of Blouberg. 
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UPCOMING CLUB EVENTS 

Date Event 
17-19 March 2017 Weekend outing to Mooketsi Farm (maximum of 8 participants) 
25 March 2017 Morning outing to Sebayeng Wetlands 
8 April 2017 Birding in Polokwane Nature Reserve (morning outing) 
Please contact Richter van Tonder for more info -  0822138276 
 

 

 

 Large numbers of Red-backed Shrikes will be passing through the 
Polokwane area on their way north in the next few weeks. 
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