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The Lark is the newsletter of Birdlife 
Polokwane and is published bimonth-
ly. It publishes reports of club activities, 
trip reports, photographic contributions 
and any natural history notes of birds or 
events involving birds. Contributions are 
accepted in English or Afrikaans and are 
accepted at the discretion of the editors. 
Non-members are also welcome to con-
tribute, especially if it is of relevance to 
birds or birding in the Limpopo Prov-
ince. When submitting images, please 
submit high resolution images without 
any borders, frames or signatures.

The editors reserve the right to edit ar-
ticles as necessary. All images are copy-
right protected and the property of the 
author/s of the article unless otherwise 
stated. Please send all your contributions 
to the editors at thelarknews@gmail.com. 

The opinions expressed by contributors 
in this newsletter are not necessarily 
those of the editors, the Birdlife Polok-
wane committee or Birdlife South Africa.

DEADLINE FOR THE NEXT ISSUE: 

15 December 2022

Cover  White-breasted Cuckooshrike 
© Derek Engelbrecht.

This newsletter is best read 
in a ‘two page view’ format. 
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For a lark ...

🎼...Clowns to the left of me
Jokers to the right

Here I am stuck in the middle with you
© Bibi Linden

Editors' chirps
Summer is now in full swing, many of the migrants are back and birds can 
be seen carrying beaks full of food for their chicks. Make sure to acquaint 
yourselves with what to do when you find a 'lost baby bird' (see The Lark 
43). We are also grateful for the good rain we enjoyed since the middle 
of November, so all bodes well for a cracking summer ahead. Keep'em 
peeled!
You'll notice that this issue is slightly skinnier than the previous issue. We 
only received a few contributions for this issue, which makes it difficult to 
maintain the high standard we set for our club's magazine. We call on all 
of our readers to look at your old photos or go to your memory bank and 
share with us some of the fascinating things you've seen whilst birding. 
What about a birding trip report? A good resolution for 2023 might be to 
make a contribution to The Lark? A massive thanks to everyone who has 
contributed to The Lark in the past and to this issue. We really appreciate 
it, and judging by the comments we receive after every issue, our readers 
really enjoy it too. Let's keep it up and showcase our birds!
In this issue, you can read two trip reports and also the results of an impor-
tant study linking lead poisoning in vultures to lead-based ammunition. 
Our former club president and friend, Joe Grosel, received an Owl Award 
posthumously from Birdlife South Africa, in recognition of his contribution 
to the conservation of birds and the birding community. Nobody deserved 
this award more.  As usual, our Bird Briefs section has some interesting 
articles about birds. Jan Fourie gives us a fascinating account of the rarely 
observed courtship behaviour of African Harrier- Hawk, and Alan Whyte 
presents the first evidence of the most 
southerly breeding record of the enigmat-
ic Three-banded Courser. Thanks, gentle-
men, for choosing The Lark as your outlet 
of choice to share your interesting findings 
with us.
We hope you enjoy this edition of The Lark, 
and as always, we look forward to receiving 
your contributions.
Raelene and Derek

🎤

http://www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
http://www.facebook.com/birdlifepolokwane
http://www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
https://www.facebook.com/groups/520907301857810/


5      The Lark 44 The Lark 44       6 

One of the highlights 
on our club’s bird 
outing calendar is 

the Club Ranch trip in Septem-
ber of every year. Not only does 
this area have many special bird 
species, it is also a beautiful area 
with lots of wildlife on the show 
as well.

This year nine club members 
joined the outing. As per usual, 
we departed Polokwane around 
04:00, as the property is just over 
200 km away, and the road there 
is not in the best condition. We 
arrived just before 6:30, starting 
our list with the ever-present 
White-browed Sparrow-Weaver. 
Heading towards the spot where 

Searching for the Limpopo Valley specials

Pel's Fishing Owl © Jody De Bruyn

we usually walk from, we added 
species like Sabota Lark, Lesser 
Striped Swallow, White-crested 
Helmetshrike, Yellow-throated 
Bush Sparrow, Goliath Heron, 
Meves’s Starling, Meyer’s Parrot 
and Ashy Flycatcher, to name a 
few.

Arriving at the camp, we had 
a quick cup of coffee and some 
breakfast before heading off. Af-
ter adding some species around 
our cars, the likes of Tropical 
Boubou, Terrestrial Brownbul 
and White-browed Robin-Chat, 
we made our way across the riv-
er bank where we found, African 
Green Pigeon, White-fronted 
Bee-eaters nesting in the sand-

Minkie Prinsloo
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banks, African Pied Wagtail, and 
to our utter dismay, Indian My-
nas!

This year the water level was 
a bit higher than usual, so we 

had to cross the 
river; some opt-
ed to jump from 
rock to rock, 
others took their 
shoes off and 
waded through, 
and the rest 
went through, 
shoes and all. 
After everybody 
reached the op-
posite bank and 
everyone had 
their shoes back 
on, we spread 
out to search for 
our main tar-
get, Pel’s Fishing 

Owl. We found the owl almost 
immediately, and we were spoilt 
with excellent views of not one, 
but two individuals.

As we moved about the is-
land, we added Grey Tit-Fly-
catcher, Bennett’s Woodpecker, 
African Fish Eagle, Green Wood 
Hoopoe, Striated Heron, Afri-
can Darter, Collared Sunbird, 
Giant Kingfisher, Yellow-bellied 
Greenbul and Red-headed Weav-
er. We noticed a heron, hiding 
away in a dense bush across the 
river. We tried to get a clear view, 

Above Walking towards the is-
land in the drier part of the Lim-
popo River © Minkie Prinsloo.

Below Lilac-breasted Roller 
© Jody De Bruyn.

Above Another one of the Limpopo 
Valley specials, Meves's Starling 

© Minkie Prinsloo.

shifting a bit this way and back 
until we could confirm our iden-
tification; it was a White-backed 
Night Heron!

We made ourselves com-
fortable on the bank of the river 
to enjoy a refreshing beverage. 
From here, we added African 
Spoonbill to the list, and we 
also had a massive flock (20+) 
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of White-breasted Cormorants 
perform a fly-by. Other birds add-
ed to our list while walking back to 
camp and around the camp includ-
ed Marabou Stork, Jameson’s Fire-
finch, Grey-headed Bushshrike and 
White-crowned Lapwing. Heading 
home, we added species such as Af-
rican Sacred Ibis, Wood Sandpiper, 
Tawny Eagle and Golden-breasted 
Bunting.

As usual, we ended with more 
than 100 species of birds for the morn-

ing as well as a number of animal 
species such as giraffe, impala, hippo, 
crocodile, bushbuck, vervet monkey 
and scrub hare. Yet again, it was an 
incredible outing and thank you to all 
involved.
Author's email: wildlifestudio1@gmail.com

Above Water Thick-knee 
© Jody De Bruyn.

Below Some pals happy with their Pel's .

Retz's Helmetshrike © Jody De Bruyn.

mailto:wildlifestudio1@gmail.com
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Owl Awards 2022
Joe receives the prestigious Owl Award posthumously

Every year, Birdlife 
South Africa presents 
Owl Awards to people 

or organizations that have made 
outstanding contributions to the 
conservation of birds and their 
habitats. This year, 12 awards, 
two Eagle-Owl, nine Owl and one 
Owlet Award, were presented to 
deserving individuals.

At this year's event held at 
Birdlife South Africa's headquar-
ters, Isdell House, on the 20th 
of September 2022, our friend 

and former president of Birdlife 
Polokwane, Joe Grosel, received 
an Owl Award posthumously. 
Sadly, Joe could only attend in 
spirit, but fortunately, his family 
was there to receive the award on 
his behalf. 

Joe's immense contribution 
to birds and birding needs no in-
troduction. Joe made birding fun, 
whether in the field or in front 
of a screen, where he presented 
innumerable courses and talks 
about birds and birding. 

Joe was Birdlife Polokwane's 
Chairman for 14 years until he 
'retired' and took, with great gus-
to, the position of President. 

Joe served on the SABAP2 
Limpopo Regional Atlas Com-
mittee and was the driving force 
to improve coverage in the prov-
ince while he was the Regional At-
las Coordinator. We all remember 
those atlas bashes he organized. 

No number of words can do 
justice to who Joe was and all the 
work he did for birds and birders. 
But he lives on in the many hearts 
he touched, and that is what mat-
ters. 

Congratulations on your 
award, Joe. We all miss you.  

Above Joe's family with his Owl Award. 
From left to right: mom Lorraine, wife 

Lisa, sister Celeste, aunt Katica and 
nephew Mathieu
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I l❤rk the Karooa
Text and photos Derek Engelbrecht

Reason for absence: 
Recording vocaliza-
tions of Sabota Lark 

in the Karoo. When I complet-
ed my application for leave, I 
was quietly confident that my 
research trip would be an out-
standing success. After all, Sab-
ota Lark is one the most wide-
spread and common larks in 
southern Africa. Given my time 
and budget constraints (I didn’t 
bargain on diesel clipping the 
R25/litre mark when we wrote 
the proposal), I decided to fo-
cus my efforts on three regions: 

Keimoes, Pofadder and Brandvlei. 
So, on the 23d of September 2022, 
leaving home in Polokwane at 4 
am, I braced myself for the 1 200 
km drive to my first destination - 
Keimoes.

From experience, I know 
you cannot really plan your arriv-
al time until you passed the hustle 
and bustle – and traffic – of Gau
teng. It was smooth sailing through 
Gauteng, and in no time, I was be-
ginning to see ‘different’ birds like 
Pied Starling, South African Cliff 
Swallow, and Long-tailed Widow. 
The trip list for larks also kicked 

off with Chestnut-backed Spar-
row-Lark, Rufous-naped Lark and 
Red-capped Lark. An unexpected 
surprise was finding Short-clawed 
Lark about 30 km west of Vryburg. 
This bird was about 80 km west of 
the nearest known population and 
generated an Out of Range Form 
(ORF) on SABAP2. I made good 
time, and Kathu happened to ap-
pear on the horizon just as a break 
for lunch was due. I decided to go to 
the restaurant at the local golf club. 
I had barely placed my order when 
I heard a distinctive call. Anxious 
to see the bird, I set off in the di-

rection of the call, and in no time, 
I found a small covey of Red-billed 
Spurfowl in the woodland adja-
cent to the fairway. The camelthorn 
woodland teemed with too many 
birds to mention, but it’s always 
great to connect with Common 
Scimitarbill, Southern Pied Babbler 
and Brubru – and the lunch was 
great too. Off to Keimoes.

I arrived at Keimoes late in 
the afternoon. My plan of unpack-
ing, having a cuppa and simply 
relaxing took a turn when I heard 
some lovebirds in a tree outside my 
chalet. Rosy-faced Lovebird! And 
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lots of them. They 
were roosting in 
crevices below 
the bridge, but 
the light was 
fading and I 
left the pho-
to session for 
the next day.

Up at 
dawn the next 
day, I walked to the 

Above I had Red-billed Spurfowl 
for lunch in Kathu.

Left Rosy-faced Lovebirds were 
common along the Orange River. 

 

Eastern Clapper and Sabota Lark. 
To my dismay, I did not manage 
to record as much as a chirp from 
any of the many Sabota Larks I en-

countered. 
About mid-afternoon, I 

left the Keimoes region for Po-
fadder, adding another ORF 

to my trip list – five White-
backed Vultures seen near 

… well … the middle 
of nowhere (-28.868°, 

19.999°). 

Above Rufous-eared Warbler.

I arrived at Pofadder with light 
to spare and did a recce on one of the 
back roads to find Sabota Larks for 
the next day’s fieldwork. No problem 
finding plenty of Sabota Larks, but will 
they be singing?

I was up and at it at first light 
the next day, heading south of Po-
fadder towards Namies. While 
waiting for a Sabota Lark perched 
on a fence to burst into song, I heard 
a familiar call in an unfamiliar hab-
itat – Common Buttonquail, not 

bridge to see the sun rise over the Or-
ange River and, appropriately, found 
Orange River White-eye. Other 
birds seen at Keimoes were Swal-
low-tailed Bee-eater, South African 
Shelduck, Sociable Weaver, Namaq-
ua Sandgrouse, African Red-eyed 
Bulbul, Dusky Sunbird and White-
backed Mousebird – I was in the 
west OK. The lovebirds were easy 
to find and I got some good photos 
before setting off for my first day of 
fieldwork. The Lutzputs road proved 
a good choice with plenty of larks: 
Grey-backed Sparrow-Lark, Karoo 
Long-billed, Spike-heeled, Stark’s, 
Pink-billed (ORF), Fawn-coloured, 
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one, but at least three birds calling. I 
left the fence sitter to continue with 
his silent meditation – or whatever 
Sabota Larks do when they sit and 
do nothing – and got in position 
to record the buttonquails. Given 
that I was in the Karoo with plenty 
of bare ground, it wasn’t too long 
before one showed itself. Despite 
the best efforts of a scolding Ru-
fous-eared Warbler, I managed to 
get some good recordings and even 
a photo of the buttonquails. Oh, 
and the Sabota Lark added three 
contact call tjirps before it flew off.  
With growing frustration and anx-
iety, I set off again, diligently stop-
ping at every single Sabota Lark 
(and believe me, there are many!), 
hoping for a recording. Other birds 
seen towards Namies included 

Pale-winged Starlings, Karoo Chat, 
Chat Flycatcher, Short-toed Rock 
Thrush, Mountain Wheatear and 
Black-headed Canary. Heading 
back later in the day, I added Jackal 
Buzzard, Burchell’s Coucal, Karoo 
Korhaan, and the highlight of the 
trip, a Burchell’s Courser! In case 
you were concerned, you are not 
to worry, Lark-like Buntings and 
Grey-backed Sparrow-Larks are 
doing just fine. There were thou-
sands and thousands of them! Day 
2, no usable recording for Sabota 
Lark. But as the saying goes, “We 
shall carry on rewardless”.

I was forced to extend my stay 
in Pofadder by a day, hoping that a 
different route may lead to a change 
in fortunes. But not! Now panic 
mixed with disbelief was setting in. 

Above The Common Buttonquails at Po-
fadder generated a SABAP2 ORF, as the next 

closest record of the species in the SABAP2 
database is  near Lutzputs, 150 km to the east!

Right (top) Stark's Lark were plentiful 
around Keimoes and Pofadder.

Right (middle) Fawn-coloured Larks were 
commons, but particularly so along the 

Lutzputs road. 

Right (bottom) I witnessed an aggressive 
territorial encounter between two groups of 

Spike-heeled Larks, and this individual is 
clearly highly charged up. 

The Sabota Larks, one of the most 
vocal larks, had gone mute. What 
was going on? All the other larks 
were calling. It was time to rethink 
my strategy. I decided to head to 
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Brandvlei, much further south, 
hoping that the birds would be call-
ing there. 

I decided to take the longer 
route via Keimoes and Kenhardt, 
rather than the Loop 10 road, no-
torious for slicing tyres. In Kei-
moes, I stopped to stock up with 
some supplies and to draw some 
cash. And it was while waiting in 
the queue at the ATM that I saw 
the most amazing and unexpected 
sight. Rosy-faced Lovebirds were 
breeding under the roof of the lo-
cal bank. A fruiting mulberry tree 
on the pavement next to the bank 
attracted many different species, 
and lovebirds were coming and 
going all the time. How cool is 
that?    

My go-to place in the Brand-
vlei region is Oom Bennas. No 
sooner had I arrived, and I set off 
to have another stab at getting 
some recordings. Lady Luck to pity 
on me and my fortunes changed 
– I found a couple of males sing-
ing. Although it wasn’t extended 
song bouts, it was something and 
my spirits lifted. The afternoon 
drive was quite productive with 
both Karoo and Northern Black 

Below Rosy-faced Lovebirds were 
breeding in the roof of a bank in 

Keimoes. The left insert shows one 
of the adults peering from its nest 

in the roof, and the right insert 
is a close-up of one of the adults 

perched on the bank's sign.

Korhaan, Black-eared 
Sparrow-Lark, a friend-
ly Yellow-bellied Ere-
momela and a stooping 
Lanner Falcon being 
some of the highlights. 
At the bridge over the 
Sak River, I found a 
small flock of European 
Bee-eaters seemingly 
inspecting holes in the 
riverbank (they used to 
breed there in the past).

The next day I 
worked the Van Wyks
vlei and Onderste-

Above Black-headed Canaries 
were encountered frequently. 

Right What's lurking in the long 
grass? One of six Ludwig's Bus-

tards seen at Onderstedoorns.  



21      The Lark 44 The Lark 44       22 

doorns roads again, picking up 
Common (African) Reed Warbler 
(SABAP2 ORF), Layard’s Warbler, 
Namaqua Warbler and Pririt Batis, 
amongst others, at the Sak River 

Above Storm clouds gathering at 
Onderstedoorns near Brandvlei.

Below In my opinion, the Nama
qua Sandgrouse is the quintessen-

tial  Karoo bird  

bridge, while a water trough yield-
ed Black-headed, White-throated 
and Yellow Canary. Other species 
of interest were Karoo and Sick-
le-winged Chat, more Black-eared 
and Grey-backed Sparrow-Larks 
and Cape Penduline-Tit. I also 
managed to get a few more record-
ings. For the afternoon session, I 
headed west on the Loeriesfontein 
road. The highlights here included 
Double-banded Courser, plenty of 
Black-eared Sparrow-Larks,  and 
I couldn’t believe my eyes when 
I found a pair of Black Harriers! 
Needless to say, the record gener-
ated and ORF. A word of caution 
though – the Brandvlei-Loeries-
fontein road (R357) is in a bad 
state at the moment, very bad 
state! I suggest you check your 
medical aid benefits before you 
go birding on this road, as a visit 
to your dentist and chiropractor 
will be necessary afterwards. It is 
a good idea to speak to the locals 

Above An unexpected surprise 
was a pair of Black Harriers west 

of Brandvlei.

Below A nest raider of note - 
Yellow Mongoose. 
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beforehand and ask about the state 
of the road before driving it.

My last day saw me back at 
Onderstedoorns where I worked 
the plains to get more Sabota 
Lark recordings. I was still bat-
tling to get extended song bout 
recordings, but at least they were 
singing, albeit in short bouts. The 
plains delivered goodies such as 
a flock of six Ludwig’s Bustards, 
African Stonechat, and nine lark 
species: Eastern Clapper, Sabota, 
Spike-heeled, Karoo Long-billed, 
Red-capped, Red Lark (the plains 
form), Large-billed Lark, and two 
sparrow-larks, Grey-backed and 

Black-eared. No Sclater’s or Stark’s 
Larks here this time round, but I 
have recorded them at Oom Ben-
nas in the past. 

Satisfied that I had at least 
some recordings and having had 
some amazing sightings, including 
15 lark species for the trip, it was 
sadly time to leave the serenity of 
the Karoo behind and start the 14 
hour drive back. 
Author's email: faunagalore@gmail.com

Below The object of my frustration - the 
Bradfield's Sabota Lark.

Black-eared Sparrow-Lark Red Lark

Karoo Long-billed Lark Large-billed Lark

mailto:faunagalore@gmail.com


25      The Lark 44 The Lark 44       26 

BirdLife South Afri-
ca, in collaboration 
with the universi-

ties of the Witwatersrand and 
Johannesburg, has published 
ground-breaking research link-

ing lead poisoning in Critically 
Endangered White-backed Vul-
ture chicks to lead-based ammu-
nition.

The study, funded by the Is-
dell Family Foundation and the 

Isotopes link lead poisoning in vultures to lead ammunition

Linda Van den Heever

Mary Oppenheimer & Daughters 
Foundation, used cutting-edged 
research to quantify the isotopic 
signatures of lead found in blood 
samples sourced from chicks at 
Dronfield Nature Reserve. This 

reserve, which is located close to 
Kimberley in the Northern Cape 
Province, hosts one of the most 

Above Lead fragments in a carcass.
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important White-backed Vul-
ture breeding colonies in South 
Africa. “The results of the study 
allowed us to exclude several po-
tential sources of lead poisoning 
in the vulture chicks, including 
lead from mining, industrial ac-
tivity, coal, air, water and soil, as 
well as lead that may have per-
sisted in the environment from 
leaded fuel (phased out in 2006),” 
says Linda Van den Heever, Vul-
ture Project Manager at BirdLife 
South Africa.

White-backed Vultures rely 
almost entirely on carrion as 
a source of food, which makes 
them particularly vulnerable to 
poisons in the carcasses of wild 
and domestic animals. In 2019, 
BirdLife South Africa’s nation-
wide assessment of lead levels in 
Cape and White-backed Vultures 

revealed that, unlike other rap-
tors and large terrestrial birds, 
such as bustards and cranes, over 
65% of vultures suffer from lead 
exposure over and above what 
would be considered normal, 
background levels. Although the 
source of the lead poisoning has 
long been suspected to be lead 
ammunition, evidence was lack-
ing until now.

This study, the first of its 
kind in Africa, provides scientific 
evidence that lead ammunition 
is the major source of lead poi-
soning in White-backed Vulture 
chicks. Since these chicks were 
still nest-bound at the time of 
sampling, the fragments of am-

Above A White-backed 
Vulture on its nest.

munition are probably embed-
ded in the carrion fed to them by 
their parents. Vultures can source 
fragments of lead ammunition in 
various ways, including offal re-
sulting from game management, 
hunting and culling activities, 
as well as carcasses (or remains 
thereof) put out at vulture restau-
rants for scavengers to dispose of.

Lead ammunition fragments 
significantly upon impact, dis-
persing countless fragments of 
lead through-out the carcass of 
an animal. This may threaten 
not only the welfare of scaven-
gers such as vultures, but also of 
humans who may inadvertently 
ingest fragments of lead when 
eating game meat shot with lead 
ammunition.

“The presence of high lead 
levels in the nest-bound chicks 
of a Critically Endangered bird is 
concerning”, says Dr Hanneline 
Smit-Robinson, Head of Con-
servation at BirdLife South Af-
rica. “In related research, which 
BirdLife South Africa will soon 
be publishing, it will be shown 
that chicks fledging from Dron-
field suffer from anaemia and 
liver damage, which may com-
promise their ability to thrive as 
free-flying juveniles”. This is es-
pecially critical for young birds 
that need to be in optimal health 
to deal with the myriad of an-
thropogenic threats they may 
face during their first year of life.

BirdLife South Africa urges 
all hunters, from the casual bil-
tong or professional hunter to 
culling operators, rangers and 
reserve managers, including peo-
ple working for our provincial 
reserves and national parks, to 
consider the potential impact of 
dispensing a toxic substance into 
the environment, and to make the 
switch to lead-free ammunition.

For further information, 
please contact:
Ms Linda van den Heever, Vulture Pro-
ject Manager, BirdLife South Africa
Email: linda.vdheever@birdlife.org.za
Mobile: 082 331 3902
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Environmental Science and Pollution 
Research. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11356-022-23209-z

mailto:linda.vdheever@birdlife.org.za
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-022-23209-z 
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In this issue, I show you a 
common but rather unusu-
al bird, the African Green 

Pigeon Treron calvus. The scientific 
name means ‘bare/naked pigeon’, for 
the naked skin at the base of its beak. 
The extent of the naked skin varies, 
being greater in northern birds. This 
is a member of the pigeon and dove 
family, the Columbidae. It belongs 
to a separate subfamily, the Treron-
inae, along with several other mainly 

f ruit-eat ing 
pigeon and 
dove species. Compared to oth-
er doves, the fruit-doves tend to be 
more colourful, and many have voic-
es quite unlike the cooing of typical 
doves and pigeons. Green pigeons 
get their characteristic colour from 
pigments called carotenoids that they 
ingest with their food. The African 
Green Pigeon is one of only two Tre-
ronines to occur on the African con-

Regulars
Regulars

African Green Pigeon
tinent. Others occur on islands off its 
shores, including one on our huge 
island neighbour, Madagascar. The 
genus Treron is, however, most di-
verse in Southeast Asia and Indone-
sia, many of those also being present 

on islands. Other fruit-doves of the 
Treroninae occur in Indonesia and 
Australasia, some of which number 
among the most beautifully coloured 
and patterned of all the world’s doves 
and pigeons. Many are endemic to 
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particular islands or island groups. 
The ability to colonize islands over 
large stretches of the ocean is a uni-
versal virtue of pigeons and doves. 
The amazing Dodo Raphus cuculla-
tus is an example of a line of pigeons 
that colonized the island of Mauri-
tius and then evolved so much that 
they barely resembled their ancestors 
anymore. Another lesser known but 
similar large, flightless pigeon was 
the Solitaire Pezophaps solitaria, of 
Rodrigues Island.

The African Green Pigeon oc-
curs over almost all of sub-Saharan 
Africa, being absent only from tree-
less grasslands, barren deserts and 
high mountains. They can be found 
in any area with large fruiting trees, 

including in city parks or suburban 
gardens. Their mainly green plum-
age blends so well into the foliage 
that they are often incredibly hard to 
spot, but their presence is betrayed 
by their strange calls. These calls are 
fairly complex, including melodious 
whistles, high-pitched growls and 
clicks. These calls help members of 
a flock to stay in contact with each 
other and are uttered constantly as 
the pigeons feed. They congregate in 
trees that bear fruits. They particu-

Below Despite their size, African 
Green Pigeons can be incredibly 

hard to spot amongst the leafy trees 
they feed in © Derek Engelbrecht.

larly prefer wild figs (Ficus species), 
but other fruiting trees they enjoy 
include jackal berries, water berries, 
yellowwoods, jacket plums, buffalo 
thorns and saffrons. They clamber 
along the branches using their dex-
trous feet to grip, sometimes dan-
gling upside down and stretching 
their necks to pick fruit off a twig 
tip. Because of their bright colours 
and clambering ability, they're called 
‘papegaaiduiwe’ (‘parrot pigeons’) in 
Afrikaans. While mostly feeding in 
trees, they occasionally alight on the 
ground to pick up fallen fruits. They 
sometimes feed on cultivated fruits. 
They also feed on buds, grass seeds, 
and sometimes even carrion.

African Green Pigeons are mid-
sized, about 30 cm in length, with 

chunky bodies covered in dense, 
soft plumage. Over Africa, they vary 
somewhat and have been classified 
into many subspecies. The one in 
South Africa has a rather grey head. 
Other African races are more green-
ish or yellowish, and some, as men-
tioned above, have extensive bare 
skin from the base of the bill onto the 
forehead. All have purplish shoulder 
patches, a whitish-tipped, otherwise 
red, bill, bluish-white eyes, and legs 
that are yellowish to orange-red, with 
the thigh feathers looking like the 
bird is wearing short, bright yellow 

Above An African Green Pigeon 
foraging in its favourite fruiting tree, a 

fig tree © Derek Engelbrecht.
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‘pants’. They have chestnut undertail 
coverts and chestnut to olive-green 
mottling on their underparts behind 
the legs. They also have pale yellow 
edges to their dark wing feathers.

The movements of these birds 
are influenced by food availabili-
ty. In the subtropics, such as much 
of South Africa, there is a long dry 
season and a short wet season; most 
growth happens during the wet sea-
son and consequently, most trees 
flower and fruit then. But there are 
some that fruiting tress into the au-
tumn and winter as well. Any specif-
ic tree, at any rate, only bears fruit for 
a short time. Green pigeons some-
times fly great distances to find suit-
able fruiting trees. In the more tropi-
cal regions of Africa, fruit availability 
is more constant, and thus there’s 
likely to be food year-round in any 
area; consequently, the resident birds 
there don’t need to travel as much. 
Wherever they are, they aren’t indi-
vidually territorial; they tend to form 
small flocks that fly out together each 
day to feed, returning to roost during 
the evening and night in a favourite 
tree, but not always the same one.

Like other pigeons and doves, 
African Green Pigeons make flim-
sy platform nests from twigs. These 
are situated high in trees, sometimes 
in loose aggregations of a few nests 
in a relatively small area. Because of 
the flimsiness of the structure, eggs 
and even chicks often fall out, after 
which the parents will try again. 
Usually, two eggs are laid. They 
hatch in 13 to 14 days. The chicks 
are fed with a rich secretion from 
their parents’ crop, called ‘pigeon 
milk’ or ‘crop milk’. This is formed 
by the tissue of the crop itself, and is 
rich in protein, moderate in fat, and 
low in carbohydrates. It looks like 
and has the consistency of cottage 
cheese. The chicks initially feed on 
crop milk, and, later on, fruits their 
parents bring them. They fledge in 
about 12 days but mostly remain in 
their parents’ flock.

African Green Pigeons are at 
present abundant, adaptable, and 
very widespread, and even though 
they are killed for food in some re-
gions, they are not in danger of ex-
tinction.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

View my gallery by clicking on the logo below: 

KEEPING THE PEACE

Cape Gannet
Colonial living

References: 
Birdlife International (2022) Species Factsheet: Morus capensis. http://www.birdlife.org
Hockey, P., Dean, W., Ryan, P. 2005. Roberts Birds of Southern Africa. 7th Edition. John Voelcker Bird Book Fund

MATES FOR LIFE
Cape Gannets are monogamous, breeding with only one mate during their lifetime.  
They return each year to the same island colony and reunite to breed with that same mate. 

Their mud and guano nests are built on the ground, and have a cup-shaped hollow into 
which only one egg (rarely two) is laid.  The single, bluish-white egg is incubated under the 
large, webbed feet of the parents. This helps to maintain it at a constant temperature and 
keep it safe from predators.  

Both adults look after the chick, taking turns to forage for food at sea.  When they return to 
the nest, they regurgitate their nutritious fishy meal to feed their ravenous chick. 

The fully feathered, mottled chocolate-brown and white juvenile finally fledges after about 
3 months, leaving the safety of the crowded colony. The fledgling goes to sea to forage for 
prey, spending between two to three years at sea before returning to the colony to breed.

A CROWDED HOUSE
Cape Gannets breed in densely crowded colonies on flat or 
gently sloping open ground on 6 islands offshore of  Namibia 
and South Africa. The shortage of suitable habitats that are 
free from land predators and close enough to their preferred 
foraging areas results in densely packed island colonies with 
tens of thousands of gannets on nests. You can get up close 
to a gannet colony at Lambert’s Bay on the West Coast of 
South Africa.

MAINTAINING THE SPARK
To strengthen the bond between a breeding pair of 
gannets, they often perform elaborate courtship 
rituals. One such ritual is called ‘fencing’ and   
involves pointing their beaks skywards, while 
crossing their slender necks, rubbing their long 
bills against one another as if sharpening swords.  

Created by
Leigh Wolfaardt

Gannets are fiercely territorial, 
defending their nest site from intruders by 
a variety of gestures such as bowing, beak 
pointing, head shaking and even viscious 
pecking using their surprisingly sharp and 
powerful beaks. To maintain order and 
harmony in the tightly packed colony, each 
nest is cleverly spaced just beyond the 
pecking range of the fiesty neighbours.

Because of their long wings, gannets need 
a long runway or elevated rock from which 
to take off. In the crowded colony they must 
run the gauntlet of sharp beaks to get to 
the desired launching area. They perform 
a ‘sky-pointing’ gesture, stretching their 
necks upwards and pointing their beaks 
in the air to keep the peace with their           
neighbours as they pass quickly through the 
colony. The dramatic black gular stripe, 
running down the front of the throat, 
accentuates this recognised gesture of 
non-aggression in a potentially volatile 
gannet colony.

BIRD   YEAR         OF
THE

2022

38 cm - 58 cm
pecking distance 
between nestsYou will smell a colony of gannets before 

you see one. Colonies are noisy, smelly 
and crowded neighbourhoods, thanks to 
white guano-splattered rocks, muddy 

puddles, and regurgitated fish. 

what’s that SMELL?

    ‘
karack-karack-karack’

When returning to its nest, a gannet 
makes a special ‘landing call’, which is recognized 
by its mate. In all the pandemonium and noise of 

thousands of gannets, it can recognise its 
mate’s distinctive reply. This helps it pinpoint its own 
nest. It then lands, helicopter-like, directly at its own 

nest, which prevents unnecessary squabbling 
with the pair’s difficult neighbours. 

FUN FACT 

X

http://www.deviantart.com/willemsvdmerwe
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 Reflections 

Birding in SANParks Limpopo parks

 Reflections 

Let's chat about Arnot's and Accipiter Alley

Chris Patton

In the last edition of Re-
flections (The Lark 43) I 
took readers along the S58 

Dzundwini Hill road, but intimat-
ed that while it is a cracking little 
gravel road to drive on, with many 
avian delights, the alternative, of 
remaining on the tar H1-7 until 
the junction and its left turn to-
wards Punda Maria along the H13 
was also a route with tremendous 
birding possibility.

That initial stretch from the 
S58 turn-off to the junction is 
only a couple of kilometres, but 
generally yields some pretty in-
teresting stuff. The road is on the 
western fringe of the Hlamalala 
Flats (named after the stream of 
the same name, derived from the 
Tsonga word for the stripe-bellied 
sand snake).

The habitat in this stretch is 
the same as that described in the 
Reflections article of The Lark 42 on 
the Northern Plains, and is domi-
nated by shrub mopane and broad, 
grass-covered drainage lines punc-
tuated with the odd larger tree. In 
summer, the wetland areas along the 
edge of the road are further fed by 
the runoff from summer rain on the 
tar road surface, and White-winged 
Widowbird and Yellow-crowned 
Bishop may well be seen alongside 
the ubiquitous roadside cornuco-
pia of rollers, bee-eaters and shrikes 
that invade the Park in the summer 
months of the year.

This stretch is also a regular 
haunt of the emerging localised 
population of Senegal Coucal that 
seems to outnumber their cousins 
Burchell’s Coucal in these Flats… 

Above Hlamalala or Stripe-bellied 
Sand Snake © Chris Patton.

(Again, giving a shout-out to a pre-
vious Reflections article in The Lark 
33, entitled The Great Kruger Cou-
cal Conundrum).

But I do want to get readers to 
pay attention to one of the copses 
of larger trees I alluded to above, 
on the eastern side of the H1, only 
a few hundred metres south of the 
junction. At least one of the trees is 
a Leadwood, and some of my ac-
complished birding colleagues in 
the Park always told me that these 
trees have a long history of attract-
ing some of the members of the 
falcon family; Amur Falcon, Less-
er Kestrel and Eurasian Hobby are 
perhaps not that unusual for suita-
ble tree vantage points in this open 
plains landscape, but then more ex-
citingly Red-footed Falcon and Af-

rican Hobby have also been record-
ed perching within its branches by 
some of the Park’s top birders over 
the years… I can’t vouch for either 
of those two Park rarities, but I have 
found a Dickinson’s Kestrel within 
the branches on more than one oc-
casion…

 Even closer to the junction 
is a clump of bushes that usual-
ly has some Red-backed Shrike or 
Rattling Cisticola activity in or on 
it, the former only in summer… 
but for two consecutive Februaries 
around 2012, that clump hosted a 
Common Whitethroat returning 
unbelievably to such a specific lo-
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cality… I didn’t get nice photos, but 
well-known birder Tertius Gous se-
cured some photos of this uncom-
mon Palaearctic migrant warbler. 
I’ve seen some other interesting and 
unusual Kruger birds at the H13/
H1 junction, with Violet-eared 
Waxbill, Grey-headed Kingfisher 
and Thick-billed Cuckoo as three of 
my favourite memories.

Above  The Falconidae magnetic leadwood 
near the H1/H13 junction, harbouring a Dick-
inson’s Kestrel on closer inspection © Chris 
Patton.

Left  Violet-eared Waxbill near H13/H1 junc-
tion © Chris Patton.

But my main intention in re-
flecting on birding in this part of 
the Park is to write about the mo-
pane woodlands. Turning onto the 
H13, the initial bit is a sort of tran-
sition zone between mopane scrub-
land and mopane woodland. There 
is even a small stretch where there 
is some thorn tree savanna, and it is 
momentarily more similar to hab-
itats in the south of the Park. Gi-
raffes are often found in this short 
stretch of just a few hundred me-
tres before the vegetation becomes 
exclusively tall mopane woodland 
for a distance of about 10 km. It is 
quite remarkable that the stunt-
ed mopane shrubs that dominate 
the landscape between most of the 
Park’s terrain north of the Olifants 
River and these tall evergreen trees 
of mopane woodland are one and 
the same species, and their height 
is purely dependent on the soil type 
they are growing on…

The tarred H13 section runs 
east-north-east (labelled Punda 
Gate Road in the map below) from 
the H1 central tar road (that runs 
right through the spine of Kruger 
National Park), to the fork where 
travellers can either drive 4 km 
into Punda Maria Camp, or exit the 
Park at Punda Maria Gate, is only 
12km long. Still, it’s fair to say it is 
not the most popular stretch of road 
in the Park, with some naïve people 
who don’t appreciate its nuances. 
It travels through some of the best 
mopane woodland in the Park, but 
many visitors find the vegetation 
too dense, the animals too sparse, 
and often liken it to driving through 
a tunnel. But, as always, in birding 
terms looks can be deceiving...

As always rewards are there 
for those who put in the effort, 

Below Map of the H13-1.
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and this is one of the best places to 
track down the much sought-after 
Arnot’s Chat (often referred to as 
Mopane Chat). For several years 
from about 2010, there was a nest 
hole known to a few of us, which 
meant it was more or less a guar-
anteed find, not too far from where 
the Cahora-Bassa power lines that 
scar through the landscape bring-
ing power into South Africa from a 
dam in Mozambique on the Zam-
bezi River. But even though that 
hole is no longer in use, the species, 
in their busy little feeding pairs or 
flocks, is relatively regular in show-
ing itself anywhere along the mo-
pane woodland section of the route. 

These power lines might be 
an eyesore, and totally out of kilter 
with the wilderness feel one expects 
in the Park, but they do have some 
birding appeal because some of the 
Park’s larger raptors use them as a 
daytime perch, a nocturnal roost-
ing place, and even a nesting plat-
form. So, it is always worth stopping 
as you get to the short 10 m gap in 
the mopane woodland created to 
accommodate the transmission 
network and the gargantuan pylons 
that plot their route. Scanning both 
east and west along both pylons 
and cables can turn-up various vul-
tures and eagles, with Black-chest-
ed Snake-Eagle and Martial Eagles 

Above  Not on the H13 itself, but this photo 
from nearby demonstrates the tunnel-like 

nature of driving through mopane woodland 
© Joep Stevens.

Right Giraffe in the H13’s break in mopane 
woodland caused by the Cahora-Bassa pylons 

© Joep Stevens.

perhaps the two most regularly 
found during such scans.

Specials that might get seen 
along this stretch of woodland in-
clude Stierling’s Wren-Warbler, 
both European and African Golden 
Oriole, and Broad-billed Roller (all 
but the warbler only in summer); 
while the dense woodland is also 
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drains off the tar road forming road-
side ephemeral puddles, they quick-
ly get colonised. The now emerged 
adult bullfrogs make merry and lay 
their spawn in the puddles, which in 
remarkably quick time are filled with 

good for the Park’s three francolin 
species. Crested, Coqui and Shelley’s 
Francolins can all be seen, or more 
regularly heard, each with their own 
distinctive calls. And one interesting 
thing to look out for in these mopane 
woodlands in the summertime after 
summer rains are African Bullfrog 
froglets. The adult frog apparently 
spends most of the year buried in the 
sandy soil of the area, but when rain 

Above  A female Arnot’s Chat, the 
pride of the H13 mopane woodland 

© Daniel Engelbrecht.

the first tadpoles, and then loads of 
froglets, both of which are irresist-
ible to particularly some of the 
stork species. It can be incredi-
bly incongruous to be driving 
through the dense walls 
of mopane wood-

land only 
to find African 
Openbill or Black 
Stork sifting through 
the verge side pools 
feasting on tadpoles. The 
froglets will often spill onto 
the tar road and then it tends 
to be White or Marabou Stork 
that will look almost comical trying 
to peck at the froglets without jarring 
their beaks on the hard tar road, or 
trying to shepherd them to the side 

Below African Bullfrogs irrupt at temporary 
pools after heavy rains. The adults and 

froglets are irresistible snacks for 
several stork and raptor species 

© Derek Engelbrecht. 

of the road where 
they won’t get such 

an unpleasant shock in 
securing their prize.

Below Broad-billed Roller 
© Derek Engelbrecht.



45      The Lark 44 The Lark 44       46 

Gabar Goshawk, Lizard Buzzard, 
and even Ovambo Sparrowhawk 
(which is generally rare in the 
Park. Something about the tall 
trees and dense cover conceal-
ing their aerial attacks on prey 
(mostly passerine bird species) 
seems to make it the ideal habitat 
for them.

But chats and frogs aside,  
I like to call this stretch of road 
through the mopane woodland 
‘Accipiter Alley’. This area seems 
to produce several of the gos-
hawk/sparrowhawk clan, and 
their allies, with regular sight-
ings of Shikra, Little Sparrow-
hawk, Dark Chanting Goshawk, 

Above, left to right A Lizard Buz-
zard (© Derek Engelbrecht), juvenile 

Gabar Goshawks (© Chris Patton) and 
adult Dark Chanting Goshawk (© Derek 

Engelbrecht) on the H13 . 

 So if you are reading this 
and were dismissive of the ‘tun-
nel’ through mopane woodland 
along the H13, I hope this article 
will have made it a more appealing 
proposition next time you travel 
along it. But most of you, I’m sure, 
know Kruger’s cardinal rule… to 
always expect the unexpected. Author e-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org
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Bird Briefs

Rufous-naped Lark has 
a widespread distri-
bution over much of 

sub-Saharan Africa. Given its 
wide range, it is not surprising 
that the species exhibits con-
siderable variation in structure, 
plumage colouration and vo-
calizations. Depending on the 
classification system used, Ru-
fous-naped Lark comprises as 
many as 23 subspecies across its 
range. However, many of these 
subspecies don’t warrant sub-
specific status, while other sub-
species should rather be treated 
as separate species (Alström in 
litt.). 

Across its range, there is 
considerable variation in the vo-
calizations of Rufous-naped Lark, 
with the song of some species 
hardly resembling Rufous-naped 
Lark song at all. Thus, there is 
a need to provide detailed de-
scriptions of the vocalizations of 

Notes on the vocalizations, wing song and 
song flight of Rufous-naped Lark 

Derek Engelbrecht 
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

different subspecies from across 
its range. The purpose of this 
note is to summarise my field 
notes of the vocalizations of Ru-
fous-naped Lark from central 
and northern South Africa, rep-
resenting the subspecies Mirafra 
africana transvaalensis. 

Four types of vocalizations 
can be distinguished:

a. Song
b. Contact call
c. Alarm call
d. Nestling and fledgling 

begging and distress calls
Unusually for larks, all three 

adult vocalizations (numbers a–c 
above) are performed by both 
sexes.

In addition to these vocali-
zations, Rufous-naped Lark also 
has a wing song.

Vocalizations
Song
Three types of song can be dis-

Above A male Rufous-naped Lark in the 
typical singing posture: the head angled up-
ward, neck tucked in and the crown feathers 
raised to create a crest © Daniel Engelbrecht. 

tinguished: territorial (advertis-
ing) song, heterospecific vocal 
mimicry and warbling song. In 
this study, both sexes were re-
corded performing all three song 
types. According to Dean (2005), 
the territorial song is performed 
throughout the year. Although 
song has been recorded in almost 
all months of the year, the terri-
torial song is rarely performed 
outside the pre-breeding and 
main breeding season, i.e., from 
about September to March/April 
in southern Africa (pers. obs.). 

Using the definitions of 

Catchpole and Slater (2006) to 
describe the units of vocaliza-
tions, the territorial song is a 
rather simple and stereotypical 
whistle comprised of 2–3 ele-
ments (Figs. 1a–c), albeit with 
a lot of individual variation. 
One individual incorporated a 
brief series of pulses in the sec-
ond of two syllables (Fig. 1b). 
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Two-element song phrases were 
more common in my sample of 
recordings representing the ter-
ritorial songs of 39 individuals. 
Only four individuals (8%) in-
corporated 3-element phrases in 
their songs. The mean duration 
of 2-element song phrases was 
0.73 ± 0.11 s (range: 0.55–1.01, 
n = 200 phrases), and for 3-ele-
ment phrases was 0.85 ± 0.09 s 
(range: 0.70–0.93, n = 10 phras-
es). The elements were either 
simple whistles, increasing or 
decreasing in frequency, or com-
plex whistles exhibiting frequen-
cy modulation (see Fig. 1c), giv-
ing a musical tone to the song. In 
most instances, the first element 
was shorter and less complex 
than the subsequent element/s, 
but occasionally they were equal, 
or the subsequent element was 
slightly longer. The frequency 
of song phrases ranged between 
2334.8 and 6846.1 Hz, with the 
average frequency range of a song 
phrase being 2191.48 ± 308.02 
Hz (range: 1575.12–3704.24; n = 
212 territorial song phrases).

Phrases were repeated at 
constant intervals at an average 
of about 4.13 seconds between 
successive phrases. An individ-
ual would switch to a different 
song phrase regularly. Some-
times, the subsequent phrase 
involved only a minor change in 
an element or phrase from the 
preceding song phrase. Some of 

these changes were indiscerni-
ble to the human ear but clear-
ly visible on a spectrogram. The 
number of times any particular 
phrase was repeated ranged from 
1 to 75 (mean = 27.6 repetitions 
per song phrases type; for com-
plete song phrase bouts only, i.e. 
excluding song phrases at the be-
ginning and end of a recording 
which may not have been com-
plete). The maximum number 
of unique song phrases recorded 
for an individual was six (see Fig. 
2). This was in a recording that 
lasted 5 minutes and 43 seconds 
and comprised 99 individual 
song phrases. The song phrase 
repertoire of an individual is not 
known. 

Although Rufous-naped 
Lark is known to perform heter-
ospecific vocal mimicry, it only 
does so occasionally. Heterospe-
cific vocal mimicry was record-
ed by birds on the ground, when 
perched or, more commonly, 
during the song flight of males. 
A range of species are mimicked: 
Pink-billed Lark, Short-clawed 
Lark, Desert Cisticola, Chest-
nut-vented Warbler, Black-chest-
ed Prinia, Three-banded Plover 
and Crowned Lapwing have all 
been recorded on the Polokwane 
Plateau. At Botsalano in the 
North West Province, I noted Or-
ange River Francolin, Anteating 
Chat, Cloud and Desert Cistico-
la, Cape Longclaw, Black-chested 

Fig. 1. Examples of song phrases with two (a and b) and three elements. One individual (b) incorporated a 
series of pulsed elements in the second note, but this is indiscernible to the human ear.
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Prinia, Southern Masked Weav-
er, and White-browed Spar-
row-Weaver. The female record-
ed singing on the nest included 
territorial song phrases, the war-
bling song, heterospecific mim-
icry and the contact call (see 
video at ML500736261). Species 
mimicked by the female includ-
ed Desert Cisticola, European 
Bee-eater, Chestnut-vented War-

bler and Red-faced Mousebird, 
amongst others.

The warbling song compris-
es a complex warble of whistles 
and pulsed elements varying in 
duration and frequency (See video 
ML500736261 and sound re-
cording ML500746901). Given 
its complexity, it is presumably 
an alternative expression of song, 
perhaps indicating fitness or 

Fig. 2. Examples of six different territorial song phrases performed by a single individual during a recording that lasted 5 minutes and 43 seconds. 

strengthening the pair bond. As 
mentioned above, an incubating 
female performed the chatter-
ing song from the nest during an 
incubation on-bout. On anoth-
er occasion, a male performed 
the territorial song before flying 
some 40 m and briefly chattering 
before landing (Fig. 3) and con-
tinuing with the territorial song 
after perching.

Contact call
The contact call is a short (mean = 
0.38 ± 0.10 s; range: 0.19–0.54; n = 
60 contact calls) piercing whistle 
comprised of a single element which 
may either be of a constant frequen-
cy or increasing in frequency (Fig. 4; 
ML500773101; ML500774091). The 
frequency range for this type of call 
is between 2476.7 and 4550.9 Hz (n 
= 60 contact calls). 

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500736261
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500736261
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500746901
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500773101
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500774091
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Contact calls were record-
ed from an individual (sex un-
known) on the ground, but it is 
not known if the bird was for-
aging or if there was a nest in 
the vicinity. On another occa-
sion, I observed two birds call-
ing the contact call together: a 
perched male was singing the 
territorial song while anoth-
er bird (presumably its mate) 
on the ground was calling the 
contact call. A short while later, 
the male also started calling the 
contact call. Both birds called 
the contact call for a while be-
fore the male switched back to 
singing the territorial song. In 
this case, the contact call of the 
male had a higher frequency 
compared to the presumed fe-
male. 

Fig. 3. A spectrogram of the warbling song of Rufous-naped Lark. Note the mixture of whistles and trills varying in duration and frequency. 

Fig. 4. Examples of different contact calls of Rufous-naped Lark.  

Contact calls are often in-
terspersed with territorial song 
bouts, and on at least three oc-
casions, it preceded a song flight. 
Contact calls have also been re-
corded after dark.

Alarm call
The alarm call was heard when 
a bird was flushed from a nest 
and was a repetitive kwirt-kwirt-
kwirt type of call.

Nestling and fledgling begging 
and distress calls
Nestling begging calls are soft 
peep sounds typical of nestlings. 
Nestling distress calls are harsh 
peeessh sounds but are indistin-
guishable from the distress calls 
of the nestlings of other lark spe-
cies. 

Wing song
A non-vocal fluttering sound 
frequently accompanies the 
territorial song (Fig. 5; see 
videos ML500742981 and  
ML500739311). The individual 
flaps range from two to seven 
and are repeated, on average, af-
ter every six song phrases (range: 
4.12–8.40 flaps). One bird had a 
double burst of flaps: the first 
burst comprised three flaps, then 
a very brief pause before the sec-
ond burst of six flaps followed.

The wing song resembles a 
very short version of the aerial 
song displays of Eastern Clap-

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500742981
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/500739311
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per, Cape Clapper and Flappet 
Lark. I deliberately steered clear 
from calling it a clapping sound 
as I am not convinced the sound 
is, as commonly suggested, cre-
ated by the wings touching be-
low (and as some suggest above, 
too) the body. In my opinion, the 
‘clapping’ rate is too fast to ex-

Fig. 5. A spectrogram of a 4-element wing song display of a Rufous-naped Lark, followed by a 2-element territorial song phrase.

seen a photo suggesting that the 
two wing tips actually touch, or 
even get close to one another. Al-
though I don’t have the tools at my 
disposal to establish if percussion 
is indeed the origin of the sound, 
it’s my opinion that a mechanism 
such as aeroelastic fluttering may 
be at play. Aeroelastic flutter-
ing is the mechanism behind the 
phrrrp sound produced by Afri-
can Broadbill, as well as sounds 
created by hummingbirds and 
snipes. It occurs when airflow 
over a feather causes it to vibrate 
at certain frequencies (Clark et al. 
2016). The gap between succes-
sive flaps of Rufous-naped Lark, 
the two clapper larks and Flappet 
Lark is only marginally slower 
than the gap of African Broadbill 
(Table 1). 

Species Mean ± SD Range

Rufous-naped Lark 0.033 ± 0.003 0.025–0.040
Eastern Clapper Lark 0.057 ± 0.003 0.050–0.062

Cape Clapper Lark
Beginning of wing flapping sequence
End of wing flapping sequence

0.075 ± 0.007 
0.029 ± 0.02

0.067–0.088
0.024–0.032

African Broadbill 0.018 ±(0.018 0.013–0.022

plain the wings touching during 
a downstroke, an upstroke with-
out contact at the peak amplitude, 
followed by a downstroke where 
contact is once again made. De-
spite trawling the internet for im-
ages of displaying Rufous-naped, 
Cape Clapper, Eastern Clapper 
and Flappet Lark, I have never 

Table 1. The average duration between successive flaps in the wing song of four species employing wing song in 
their displays: Rufous-naped Lark, Eastern Clapper Lark, Cape Clapper Lark and African Broadbill.   

Unlike Eastern Clapper 
Lark, where flapping and song 
overlap towards the end of the 
flapping flight, there is a short 
lag period of ~0.2–0.3 s between 
the end of the wing song and the 
start of a territorial song phrase 
in Rufous-naped Lark. During 
the wing song display, the male 
typically rises between 1 and 2 
cm from its perch (pers. obs.), 
but 5 cm (Dean and Keith 1992) 
and an incredible 80 cm (Ryan et 
al. 2022) have been reported. 

Song flight
Details of the song flight in the 
literature are scant. According 
to Dean and Keith (1992), the 
male ascends in an upward spiral 
while singing, then glides down 
on outstretched wings.  Ryan et 
al. (2022) simply describe it as a 
short aerial display during which 
it sings a more complex song 
which includes mimicry. 

Song flights are not com-
mon, and I have only observed a 
handful in many years of obser-
vations. The song flight is often 
preceded by a few contact calls 
and, on one occasion, some het-
erospecific mimicry. The song 
flight starts with a male ascend-
ing slowly and with a butter-
fly-like flight along a steep angle 
of ~45° to 60° to a height of be-
tween 15 and 25 m. The ascend-
ing bird may or may not warble 
or mimic the calls of other spe-
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cies. All the ascending flights I 
observed (n = 6) were straight 
and not in a spiral formation, 
as reported by Dean and Keith 
(1992). Once the bird reaches 
its apex song flight height, it cir-
cles in relatively large but irreg-
ular circles while mimicking the 
calls of other species, occasion-
ally interspersed with phrases of 
the territorial song. The descent 
is either direct or in a large spi-
ral at about a 45° angle, with the 
wings outstretched, almost as 
if parachuting. One male in the 
Polokwane Game Reserve also 
performed a poor rendition of 
the wing song during the song 
flight. Although it was audible, 
it sounded like an out-of-sync 
Eastern Clapper Lark. Most song 
flights I observed were short (< 1 
min), the longest being just un-
der 2 minutes. 

From the above, it is clear 
that the vocal repertoire of Ru-
fous-naped Lark is much more 
extensive and complex than the 
stereotypical tseep-tseerioo usual-
ly described in the literature. This 
note was an attempt to provide a 
summary of my data and to high-
light some aspects that may be 
fruitful avenues for future stud-
ies. I encourage sound record-
ers to upload their recordings to 

platforms such as the Macauly 
Library or Xeno-canto so that we 
can appreciate the full extent of 
this underrated lark's vocal reper-
toire. And for my Christmas wish 
list, someone with the tools to 
help solve the flapping mystery.
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Opposite A male Rufous-naped Lark rising 
about 2 cm during a wing song display 

© Derek Engelbrecht. 
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African Harrier-Hawk observations

Text and Photos Jan Fourie
E-mail: jan.fourie.tours@gmail.com

The African Harrier-Hawk 
is the largest grey hawk in 
the region. A prominent 

feature of the bird is its naked, yellow 
facial skin (hence the Afrikaans name 
of Kaalwangvalk, translated as 'naked 
cheek falcon'. The yellow skin, how-
ever, flushes orange to reddish during 
social interaction, especially during 
the breeding season.

These birds have a catholic 
diet, eating eggs and nestlings of 
other birds (ranging from waxbills 
to herons) by raiding their nests, 
small mammals, reptiles, frogs and 
insects.

African Harrier-Hawks are 
monogamous breeders, and their 
nest is a large platform of sticks in a 
tall tree or on a cliff face. Both sexes 

construct the nest. 
Two nests may be 
built simultaneous-
ly in two different 
sites.

The photo-
graphic record here-
with is of my ob-
servations of a pair 
of these while con-
structing a nest in 
September 2022. We 
watched them col-
lecting and carrying 
sticks to the nesting 
site over quite some 
distance. Both the 
bill and feet were em-
ployed to carry nest-
ing material. 

Left One of the pair of 
African Harrier-Hawks.

 Nesting material was either carried in 
the beak (Top) or the feet (Bottom).



67      The Lark 44 The Lark 44       68 

Above During copulation, the pair's fac-
es flush a bright red during copulation. 

Courtship is also quite an af-
fair. The male feeds the female 
during courtship, and copulation 
occurs before or after courtship 
feeding, as reported by Smeenk and 
Smeenk-Enserink (1983). 

According to Thurow (1981), 
copulation occurs on or near the 
nest, but I observed them mating at 
two different places about a hundred 
meters from the nesting site. As re-
ported by Thurow (1981), we also 
noticed the male presenting the fe-
male with a sprig of green leaves af-
ter copulation.

We witnessed copulation on 
several occasions, but it is known to 
continue throughout the incubation 
and early nestling period. It is be-
lieved that regular copulation rein-
forces the pair bond.

We watched these activities for 
about three weeks, and all of a sud-
den, it was all quiet and the birds 
were gone. We suspect that this was 
a case of two nests being built in two 
different sites and that they chose 
the other site to continue breeding.

References
Smeenk C, Smeenk-Enserink N. 1983. 
Observations on the Harrier Hawk Poly-
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notes on the Neotropical Crane Hawk Ge-
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Thurow TL, Black HL. 1981. Ecology and 
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 Above One of the pair with a 
nuptial gift. 
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Nesting sites of Rosy-faced Lovebird 

Text and Photos Derek Engelbrecht 
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

There is something about 
Rosy-faced Lovebirds 
that just makes them 

seem out of place. The parched land-
scapes it inhabits are dominated by 
birds dressed in shades of brown, 
grey and perhaps some rufous. Not 
the lovebirds. With their peach-
pink faces, bright green body plum-
age and azure blue rumps, most 
people would rather associate them 
with lush tropical forests. But that is 
not the only reason they seem out of 
place. Their nesting sites are some-
what unusual too. Natural nests are 
usually placed in rock crevices or 

chambers of colonial nesting weav-
ers such as Sociable Weaver, White-
browed Sparrow-Weaver and Red-
billed Buffalo-Weaver (Rowan 1983; 
Tarboton 2011). They also readily 
take to man-made structures, e.g. 
crevices under the eaves of build-
ings or under bridges, windmills, 
electrical and telecommunication 
infrastructure and nest boxes (Sim-
mons 1997; Ndithia 2007; Tarboton 
2011). 

On a recent visit to the Kei-
moes region in the Northern 
Cape Province, South Africa, 
between 22 and 25 September 
2022, I encountered good num-
bers of Rosy-faced Lovebirds in 
and around the town. Many birds 
were actively breeding, returning 
to nests time and again. At a nest 
under the eaves of a building in 
the town of Keimoes, I was able 
to hear the begging calls of nest-
lings. There were also many juve-
niles accompanying adult birds, 
but I am uncertain if these were 
recently fledged juveniles or ju-
veniles from the end of summer 
breeding peak in February to 

Below Rosy-faced Lovebirds feeding on 
the seeds of invasive Prosopis (mesquite) 

at Keimoes.  

April 2022. Nevertheless, given an 
incubation period of 23 days and 
a nestling period of 42–44 days 
(Ndithia et al. 2007), this suggests 
breeding at some of the nests I 
observed must have commenced 
in August, perhaps even as early 
as July. Depending on how old 
the begging nestlings or juveniles 
were. Although the peak egg-lay-
ing months for Rosy-faced Love-
bird is towards the end of summer 
(February to April (Rowan 1983; 

Below Rosy-faced Lovebirds were 
nesting in the expansion joints below the 

bridges spanning the Orange River. 
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Ndithia 2007), Rowan (1983) 
cites an October record, but my 
observations suggest egg-laying 
commenced in August to Septem-
ber, perhaps as early as July. 

Nests were found under 
a bridge, a crack in a wall, on a 
narrow ledge below a gutter and 
under the eaves of buildings. A 
few birds were breeding in the 
nests of Little Swifts placed un-
der the eaves of a building. This is 
an interesting record as it seems 
to be the first record of Rosy-
faced Lovebirds using the nest of 
another bird species other than 
weavers. True to the gregarious 

nature of Rosy-faced Lovebirds, 
however, Little Swifts are also 
colonial breeders. So, the close 
proximity of Little Swift nests 
must be to the liking of the love-
birds. The lovebirds did not have 
it all their way, though, as while 
I was watching the birds breed-
ing in the Little Swift nests, some 
White-rumped Swifts also at-
tempted to reach the nests, elic-
iting an aggressive response from 
the lovebirds. White-rumped 
Swifts are known to usurp the 
nests of swifts and swallows for 
their own use. Unfortunately, I 
had to leave Keimoes, so whether 

or not the White-rumped Swifts 
succeeded in ousting the love-
birds is unknown.
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Above Rosy-faced Lovebird nests in 
Keimoes in September 2022. Left Under 
the eaves of a building in the CBD; Mid-
dle and right Two nests of Little Swift 
used by Rosy-faced Lovebirds. Nestling 

begging calls could be heard from the 
nest in the middle.
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Three-banded Coursers breeding in the 
Timbavati

Alan Whyte
E-mail: alan@springfieldfarm.co.za

Our family was spend-
ing the weekend of 
the 17th and 18th of 

September 2022 at our game farm 
in the Timbavati. We bumped into 
our neighbour, who told us that 
the pair of Three-banded Cours-
ers he had spotted on our farm 
previously was still in the exact 
spot where he had seen them sev-
eral weeks ago (see Sonnenberg 
2022). He also said they had two 
small chicks with them. 

We followed his directions 
and found the birds easily and 
exactly in the place he said they 
would be, sheltering under a 
magic gwarrie bush! We searched 

Below A SABAP2 map of the known 
distribution of Three-banded Courser in 

South Africa as on the 29th of October 
2022. The red ellipse encloses the Timba-
vati records, and the blue ellipse encloses 

the record from the Madikwe region (map 
courtesy of  SABAP2).

in the grass and gwarrie bushes 
for a while but, sadly, could only 
find one chick, and we suspect 
the pair had lost the other one.

These Three-banded Cours-
ers are a considerable distance (> 
200 km) away from the nearest 
known ‘stronghold’ in the north-
ern Kruger National Park (Derek 
Engelbrecht, pers. comm.). Al-
though they are generally sparse-
ly distributed, most South Afri-
can records are from the extreme 
north of the Limpopo Province, 
generally north of 23°S.  Although 
not the southernmost record of 

the species (there is an intriguing 
record from the Madikwe region 
in March 2021), this is certainly 
the most southerly breeding re-
cord of the species. 

Reference
Sonnenberg W. 2022. Three-banded 
Coursers in the Timbavati. The Lark 42: 
55−56.

Above The two adult Three-banded 
Coursers with their well-grown chick (to 

the right) in the Timbavati © Valerie Whyte. 
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The amazing camouflage of Black-bellied 
Bustard 

Text and Photos Derek Engelbrecht 
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

The interesting note 
about the black throat 
patches of korhaans in a 

recent issue of The Lark (Chittenden 
2022), reminded me of some of the 
encounters I had with one of my 
favourite bustards, Black-bellied 
Bustard. Let's, for a moment, for-
get about the comical cork-popping 
call, which is the source of much 

ridicule of the species. Black-bellied 
Bustard possesses an air of grace 
and elegance with its long legs, and 
in the case of the males, its black 'tie' 
that extends from its throat to the 
underparts. It's a beautiful bird.

However, as striking as the 
males are, they virtually disappear 
in thin air if you don't keep a close 
eye on them while walking through 

the tall, dense grass 
they inhabit. As 
for females, well, 
they just disappear. 
The accompany-
ing photos show a 
Black-bellied Bus-
tard walking in tall 
grass. The resem-
blance to one of the 
spotted cats is un-
canny.

Reference
Chittenden H. 2022. Ko-
rhaans - the all-impor-
tant black throat patch. 
The Lark 42: 57–56.

Left A male Black-bellied Bus-
tard scanning its surroundings. 

It's sometimes hard to imagine that their plumage affords them such 
superb camouflage in the open, tall grassy areas they inhabit.

Above A male crossing open terrain.

Top A male performing its cork-popping call. 
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Comparing a view from the front and one from the back, one can begin to 
appreciate how well Black-bellied Bustards can blend into their environ-
ment. When it sees a threat, it will either stand motionless or crouch low 
to the ground. Once it is in the crouched position, it can be very difficult 

to see. The black patch on the hind neck may also help to confuse potential 
predators, as most predators will attempt to strike from behind. 

In the dry, long grass, one can truly appreciate what excellent camou-
flage their plumage affords them. In these images, the dorsal plumage 

bears a striking resemblance to the coat of a spotted cat, such as a 
leopard or serval. Even the black hind neck patch resembles the pattern 

on the back of the ears of leopards and serval. 
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Non-passerines
African Skimmer - 26 August 
2022. A pair seen at Letaba Es-
tates (Johan Botma).
European Bee-eater - 1 October 
2022. Several flying over Soet-
dorings (Minkie Prinsloo).
European Roller - 6 September 
2022. Returning migrant: a sin-
gle bird seen on outskirts of Ben-
dor (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Klaas's Cuckoo - 3 September 
2022. Returning migrant heard 
in Dorp, Polokwane (Julia Frisk-
in).

I n t e r e s t i n g  s i g h t i n g s
1 6  A u g u s t  2 0 2 2  -  1 5  O c t o b e r  2 0 2 2

Share your interesting sightings seen within the Limpopo Province. 
Please submit your sightings to thelarknews@gmail.com and in-

clude the date, locality and a brief write-up of your sighting. Photos 
are welcome but will be used at the discretion of the editors. 

SABAP2 Out of Range;  Regional Rarity; National Rarity, †Unvetted
Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

African Skimmer © Daniel Engelbrecht

.... and a bit beyond.. and a bit beyond

Great Spotted Cuckoo - 28 Septem-
ber 2022. Returning migrant seen 
at Soetdorings (Leonie Kellerman).
Levaillant's Cuckoo - 16 September 
2022. Returning migrant: seen at 
Soetdorings (Minkie Prinsloo).
Mourning Collared Dove - 20 Au-
gust 2022. A single bird seen in a 
garden on a farm at Meanderthal 
north of De Loskop (Derek Engel-
brecht).
Red-chested Cuckoo - 1 October 
2022. One heard calling at Soet-
dorings (Leonie Kellerman).
Red-throated Wryneck - 1 Octo-
ber 2022. One seen at Roodepoort 
smallholdings (Rupert Harris).
Secretarybird - 20 August 2022. A 
pair seen on the Soetdorings Road 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Swallow-tailed Bee-eater - 19 Au-
gust 2022. A flock of nine birds 
roosting together at Lajuma (Bibi 
Linden); 25 August 2022. Sever-
al seen outside Tzaneen (Hannes 
Swanepoel).
Thick-billed Cuckoo - 16 October 
2022. One calling at farm Uitzoek 
near Tzaneen (Pierre Homan).
Verreaux's Eagle - 24 September 
2022. An adult seen at Bewaar
kloof (Jody de Bruyn).
Verreaux's Eagle-Owl - 20 August 
2022. A pair breeding in a garden 
on a farm at Meanderthal north of 
De Loskop - a first record for the 
Polokwane 100K (Derek Engel-
brecht); 26 August 2022. An adult 
seen in a garden at Tweefontein, 
Polokwane (Leonie Kellerman). 

Mourning Collared Dove © Derek Engelbrecht

Secretarybird © Derek Engelbrecht

Verreaux's Eagle © Jody De Bruyn

Verreaux's Eagle-Owl © Derek Engelbrecht

mailto:thelarknews@gmail.com
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Wahlberg's Eagle - 25 August 
2022. A single bird regularly seen 
in Welgelegen (Derek Engelbre-
cht); 1 September 2022. A pair 
seen in Eduan Park, one bird be-
ing the same individual regularly 
seen in Welgelegen since the 25th 
of August 2022 (Derek Engelbre-
cht).
Yellow-billed Kite - 19 August 
2022. A returning migrant flying 
low over Welgelegen, Polokwane 
(Derek Engelbrecht).

Passerines
African Reed Warbler - 21 Sep-
tember 2022. A returning mi-
grant at Padda Park, Polokwane 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Southern White-crowned Shrike - 
16 August 2022. A pair seen on 
the Soetdorings Road near the 
Soetdorings Country Club (Leo-
nie Kellerman). 
Violet-backed Starling - 16 Sep-
tember 2022. Returning migrant 
seen at Sapekoe Estate (Dalena 
Mostert).
White-breasted Cuckooshrike - 
15 September 2022. One seen at 
farm Uitzoek (Pierre Homan).
Willow Warbler - 6 October 2022. 
At least two seen and singing in 
Welgelegen, Polokwane (Derek 
Engelbrecht).
Wire-tailed Swallow - 13 Septem-
ber 2022. A single bird seen in 
open field opposite gold course 
and rugby club (Derek Engelbre-
cht).

Wahlberg's Eagle © Derek Engelbrecht 

Yellow-billed Kite © Derek Engelbrecht

African Reed Warbler © Derek Engelbrecht

Willow Warbler © Derek Engelbrecht

Best of the Rest 
Limpopo Province

Non-passerines
Caspian Plover - 5 September 
2022. Three birds seen in the 
Tihongonyeni area, Kruger Na-
tional Park (Duncan McKen-
zie).
Dickinson's kestrel - 9 Septem-
ber 2022. One seen at the wa-
terhole at Punda Maria Rest 
Camp, Kruger National Park 
(André Strydom).
Greater Kestrel - 18 July 2022. A 
single bird seen in the Tihon-
gonyeni area, Kruger National 
Park (Duncan McKenzie).
Great White Pelican - 17 Au-
gust 2022. Thirteen birds seen 
at Engelhardt Dam, Kruger Na-
tional Park ( Richard Arnestad); 
3 October 2022. Twenty-two 
birds flying over the Limpopo 
River in the Makuleke Con-
cession, Kruger National Park 
(Marc Cronje).
Grey-headed Gull - 15 Octo-
ber 2022. Seen at Rooibosrand 
Dam, Kruger National Park 
(Marc Cronje).
Long-crested Eagle - 4 Sep-
tember 2022. One seen on the 
northwestern end of the Ma-
honie loop at Punda Maria, 
Kruger National Park (Daniel 
Engelbrecht).
Osprey - 21 September 2022. A 
single bird seen at Sable Dam 
near Phalaborwa Gate, Kruger 
National Park (Jeremy Brown).

Caspian Plover © Duncan McKenzie

Long-crested Eagle © Daniel Engelbrecht

Great White Pelican © Richard Arnestad

Dickinson's Kestrel © André Strydom



83      The Lark 44 The Lark 44       84 

Palm-nut Vulture - 3 September 
2022. One seen at Pafuri (Dun-
can McKenzie).
Pectoral Sandpiper - 7 Septem-
ber 2022. A single bird at Roo-
ibosrand Dam, Kruger National 
Park (Jeremy Brown); 15 Octo-
ber 2022. Still present at Rooi-
bosrand Dam, Kruger National 
Park (Marc Cronje).
South African Shelduck - 5 Sep-
tember 2022. A pair seen at Ma-
roela Dam, Atherstone Nature 
Reserve (Joseph Heymans).

Passerines
Eastern Long-billed Lark - 23 
August 2022. Several seen at 
Kwaggavoetpad Nature Reserve 
near Groblersdal (Pieter Ver
ster).
Eastern Nicator - 20 August 
2022. One seen downstream of 
the Balulele weir in the Kruger 
National Park (John Luyt).
Melodious Lark - 21 August 
2022. Very common at Kwagga-
voetpad Nature Reserve (Pieter 
Verster).
Red-headed Finch - 20 August 
2022. Seen at Mooiplaas Picnic 
Site in the Kruger National Park 
(John Luyt).
Scaly-feathered Weaver - 3 Oc-
tober 2022. Seen in Makuleke 
Concession, Kruger National 
Park (Marc Cronje).

Palm-nut Vulture © Duncan McKenzie

South African Shelduck © Joseph Heymans

Eastern Nicator © John Luyt

Eastern Long-billed Lark © Jody De Bruyn

GUANO RUSH HISTORICAL THREATS FACT SHEET

Cape Gannet

Created by
Leigh Wolfaardt
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WHAT IS GUANO?

GUANO TODAY

Guano is a mixture of seabird excrement, seabird carcasses and eggshells. Over thousands of years, 
this highly prized nitrogen and phosphorous-rich material accumulated on islands where seabirds such 
as gannets, penguins and cormorants breed. In arid parts of the world, such as the coasts of Peru and 
southern Africa, it was not washed away with the rain, building a layer of guano up to 40 meters deep. 

In southern Africa, guano harvesting continued until 
1986, with the last stored guano sold in 1990. Thanks 
to modern, cheaper, synthetically produced  
chemical fertilisers, organic guano is no longer in 
demand as a fertiliser.  Imported guano, mostly from 
Peru,  is sometimes used in organic farming, but it is 
expensive and no longer used on a large scale. 

Interesting 
numbers

      In 1845, at the height of the Guano Rush:
• 450 ships lay anchored off Namibia’s Ichaboe Island.
• About 6000 men harvested guano.
• The guano on Ichaboe Island was 23 meters deep. 
• A total of 1.8 million tons of guano were  

removed from southern African islands.

THE GREAT GUANO RUSH

ANCIENT KNOWLEDGE
The use of guano as a powerful fertiliser in agriculture 
has been recorded as far back as the Inca Empire. The 
Andean people collected it off the coast of Peru (in South 
America) for well over 1500 years, perhaps even as far 
back as 5000 years. In fact, the word “guano” originates 
from the Andean indigenous language (Quechua) word, 
‘huano’ which means ‘dung to fertilize’.

During his travels in South America (1799-
1804), the great naturalist Alexander von 
Humboldt discovered the use of guano 
in farming practices.  He sent a sample to 
France and its value was revealed to the 
wider world. In 1840, Justus von Liebig, an 
organic chemist and pioneer in plant science, 
discovered that when nitrogen was added 
to soil, it doubled or even tripled agricultural 
crop yields. These discoveries led to a fren-
zied rush to find guano, with its rich source 
of nitrates. Prospectors sailed the world to 
find this valuable fertiliser, calling it White 
Gold. It was so valuable that outbreaks of 
violence and even wars between nations 
were fought over guano. 

Over the course of only two years in the 
1840s,  thousands of workers harvested 
millions of tons of guano from seabird islands 
off the coast of southern Africa.  This led to 
rapid  declines in the populations of these 
birds and the destruction of their breeding 
habitats. Because guano was so valuable, 
the Cape Colony government finally estab-
lished the Guano Islands Division to manage 
and control the harvesting. Even though 
guano continued to be harvested outside of 
the seabirds’ annual breeding season, the 
guano industry eventually collapsed. 
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Marion Island Sponsor Map
21 October 2022

HELP SAVE OUR SEABIRDS

Percent of target reached: 18%
Sponsored Hectares: 5444 ha
Sponsors: 1760

BirdLife South Africa is collaborating with the Department of Envi-
ronmental Affairs and the FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithol-
ogy to rid the island of mice and restore it towards its once-pristine 

beauty.
The bait required to cover the island alone will cost upwards of R30 mil-

lion. To help raise the necessary funds, please would you consider sponsoring 
one or more hectares of land on Marion Island.

At R1000 (US$56), you can aid us in ensuring that this monumental proj-
ect will be successful. 

Once completed, Marion Island will be the largest island from which 
mice have successfully been eradicated.

Be a part of history, and sponsor one (or more) hectares of this beautiful 
oceanic gem.

For more information about this very worthwhile project and how to be-
come a sponsor, please visit https://mousefreemarion.org/ 

Marion Island Sponsor Map
25 August 2022

Percent of target reached: 17.97%
Sponsored Hectares: 5393 ha
Sponsors: 1748

https://mousefreemarion.org/ 
https://mousefreemarion.org/
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EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane year-end function
Date: 23 November 2022
Time: 18:30 
Venue: Capricorn Racing Club

Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting
Date: 7 March 2023
Time: 18:30 
Venue: To be announced 

Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting and AGM
Date: 7 February 2023
Time: 18:30 
Venue: To be announced 

Shopping list: African Broadbill, Scaly-throated Honeyguide, Pink-throated 
Twinspot, Black Sparrowhawk, African Wood Owl, Grey Waxbill, 

Club outing
 Where?	 Golwe-Vhurivhuri
 Date:	 	 12 November 2022
 Contact: 	 Richter van Tonder
 Cell:	  	 082 213 8276
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38 38 thth

3 December 2022

More information
If anything is unclear or you need more information, please con-
tact bbd@birdlife.org.za or visit https://www.birdlife.org.za/sup-
port-us/events/birding-big-day-2022/ After the previous three very successful Flocks at Sea (2013, 2017 and 

2022), we will be heading to the tropical waters of the Mozambique Chan-
nel in November/December 2023.
Flock to the Mozambique Channel will provide an opportunity to see 
tropical species, such as tropicbirds, boobies and frigatebirds.
The MSC Splendida will depart from and return to Durban on this 5-night 
voyage.
BirdLife South Africa will make further announcements, including the 
dates of the voyage, in the near future, and bookings will probably open 
towards the end of 2022.
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of our world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Thick-billed Weaver (female) © Jody De Bruyn
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