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From the editorõs deské 

 

The new year is not so new any more - welcome to our 
February 2010 issue.  How time flies! 

 
February is traditionally the month of romance.  With 

birds and wildlife, the mating process is essentially more 
an issue of survival than pleasure - and things get rather 

complicated, although monogamy is the rule rather than 

the exception, if only for a season!  Anything for the 
survival of the species.  Read more about this fascinating 

subject in our article Happy Loving Couples . 
 

Our conservation article highlights the plight of those 

enormous and unusual grassland birds - bustards and 
korhaans - and efforts being made to save them.  

 
Weôve seen some lovely and unusual birds in our 

Johannesburg garden recently, including Red-throated 
Wrynecks, Fairy Flycatchers, Paradise Flycatchers and 

even a Red-chested Cuckoo.  When posting some 

pictures of our garden birds on our Facebook page 
recently, the number of favourable comments inspired 

us to feature our South African Garden Birds portfolio.  
 

Our bird of the month this month are the Greater 

Crested Grebes.  We saw these birds, somewhat 
unusually, when we went kayaking at Homestead Dam, 

a water body near our house in Benoni.  They appeared 
to have bred there; we definitely saw two adults and 

three or four juvenile birds.  
 

Februaryôs destination is that wonderful floodplain - 

Nylslvey.  Read all about it - and enjoy Jockôs fabulous 
collection of pictures taken there in November 2009 (for 

those who missed them on Facebook and our web site). 
 

And thereôs the second pull-out of bird identification 

photoôs at the end of our magazine as well. 
 

Enjoy the read - remember to give us your feedback and 
comments.  Weôd like to start a letters page, so write to 

us at bronwynh@wol.co.za.  Until then, happy birding!  

 

Bronwyn  

Bronwyn Howard: Editor 
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February is Valentineôs month and hereôs a picture of 
Southern Grey-headed Sparrows - feeding one another is 
part of the courtship ritual of many bird species.  

STOP PRESS 
 
We are proud to announce that our web 
site (www.lifers -birding.com) received a 
Bronze South African Web Award in 
January 2010.   
Thank you all for your wonderful 
support!  Thanks and congratulations 
also to our designer and webmaster -  
Marius Smit of Fresh Lemon Media, 
Knysna, South Africa.  



 

 

South African Rare Bird Reports  

 
Weôve very few rare bird sightings to give you this 

month - as those who provide us with this information 
have been away for most of January (lucky birders!).  

However, we did find a report about a Western Marsh 

Harrier being seen at a bird sanctuary near Springs - one 
we visit regularly.  We also saw these when we visited 

the place in late December 2009.  Turns out the birds 
are quite unusual to see in this area!  

 
Other somewhat unlikely birds weôve been seeing around 

the Johannesburg area lately include Greater Crested 

Grebe, Fairy Flycatcher, Red-throated Wryneck, Yellow 
Wagtail, Wattled Lapwing and an African Harrier Hawk 

(Benoni, Springs and northern Johannesburg). 
 

More Critically Endangered Birds in the World: 

Birdlife International  
 

Birdlife International recently evaluated world bird 
populations and found that a staggering 1 227 species 

are now Globally Threatened.  The good news is that, if 
conservation measures are put in place, many can be 

saved.  IUCNôs Red Data List of Critically Endangered 

Birds now numbers 192 species, two up on the 2008 list.  
Ethopiaôs Sidamo Lark may become mainland Africaôs  

Birding News from around South Africa 

first extinction.  ñCommonò birds are becoming less 

common worldwide.  Across Africa, widespread birds of 
prey are disappearing at an alarming rate; species like 

the Bateleur and Martial Eagle have been uplisted.  The 
declines are mirrored across many species in every 

continent. 

 
Itôs not all doom and gloom - some endangered species 

were in fact downlisted.  IUCNôs Species Survival 
Commission head stated, ñIt is extremely worrying that 

the number of Critically Endangered birds on the IUCN 
Red List continues to increase, despite the number of 

successful conservation initiatives around the world.  The 

IUCN Red List is the global standard when it comes to 
measuring species loss and we urge governments to 

take the information contained in it seriously and do 
their level best to protect the worldôs birds.ò 

 

Threats to birds include the introduction of alien or 
invasive species of birds, insects and plants, habitat 

destruction, pollution, poisoning and introduced 
diseases. 

Source: Birdlife International News 

Yellow Wagtail, seen at a farm north of Johannesburg, 
which is one of the few places where they occur.  This 
one is in breeding plumage. 

Bateleur - another raptor facing declines and uplisted 
conservation status on the IUCN Red Data List. 



ECOLOGY 

Black Heron (left) making his ñumbrellaò, about which there is much speculation, and (right) putting his wings down 
while he eats the aquatic insect he has caught. 

Unusual behaviour of the Unusual behaviour of the Unusual behaviour of the 

black heronblack heronblack heron    

The Black Heron has a rather unusual behaviour.  When 

feeding, it brings its wings up around its head, creating a 
canopy or ñumbrellaò.  We have on several occasions 

observed these birds at our local wetland bird sanctuary 
doing just that.  There is much controversy over the 

reasons for it doing so.   

 
This heron is associated with relatively shallow, perennial 

waters and is found at marshes, edges of rivers, dams 
and lakes, as well as seasonally flooded grasslands and 

estuarine waters including tidal mudflats and mangroves.   
 

Their unique foraging behaviour essentially confines 

them to shallow water although they will occasionally 
feed from floating vegetation in places where the water 

is deeper.   
 

There are several theories as to the reasons for them 

forming a canopy or ñumbrellaò.  The Black Heronôs 
preferred prey is small fish; they also feed on frogs, 

crustaceans and insects.  Shallow water heats up rapidly 
in bright sunshine and in summer can become warm 

enough to pose a survival risk to those aquatic creatures 
which live in it.  These insects welcome the shade 

created by the canopy and so navigate towards it.  Of 

course, when in the canopy, they are grabbed with dart -
like movements of the bill.  The bird also trembles its 

brightly coloured feet in an effort to attract prey and 
disturb the bottom of the wetland in order to expose 

hidden prey.   

 
Another but rather unlikely theory is that the canopy 

reduces glare or reflection on the water, making it easier 
to catch prey.  However, the bird has frequently been  

seen to form canopies on overcast days and at dusk, 

when there are few shadows cast on the water, so this 
theory does not appear to have much substance. 

 
The third theory is that the bird is completely covered 

with black plumage, which makes the main weapons of 

bill, head and neck almost invisible under the dark 
canopy when viewed from below (i.e. from the water).  

Creating a canopy could help to disguise the bird and 
obscure its movements, aiding it in prey capture.  

 
The birds have also been observed chasing one another 

and forming a canopy at intervals without feeding.  The 

reason for this is unknown.  
 

It seems that this is another of the mysteries of the 
natural world which will keep ornithologists, birders and 

nature lovers intrigued for a long time to come.  The 

Black Heron is not about to yield up its secrets by the 
looks of things! 

Sources: Roberts Birds of South Africa (VII Ed); Beat About The Bush 
Series: Birds (T Carnaby) 

The Black Heron 
favours shallow 
wetlands.  The bird 
uses a technique of 
ñfoot-tremblingò, using 
itôs brightly-coloured 
feet (shown here) to 
attract aquatic prey 
and also to disturb the 
substrate to find 
additional prey. 



SOUTH AFRICANSOUTH AFRICAN   

GARDEN BIRDSGARDEN BIRDS   

PORTFOLIO  

South Africa has an incredible variety of garden birds.  Hereõs a wonderful portfolio from 

our very talented photographer, Jock Tame, showcasing the best of birds to be seen in 

gardens round Johannesburg, South Africa.  

 
We frequently see these garden birds on 
our bird feeder and in the surrounding 
trees.  The Speckled Mousebird (top left) 
favours fruit and does great damage to fruit 
trees in gardens.  The Black-collared Barbet 
(top right) has a very distinctive call and is 
often seen in the neighbourhood while the 
Crested Barbet (left) is an omnivore but if 
there is fruit on the feeder, they will devour 
it happily.  Their call is reminiscent of an 
alarm clock and they duet to strengthen the 
pair bond. 



 
These Dark-capped Bulbuls (adult above) 
bred in our garden and we were privileged 
to record them and their young on film - if 
thatôs the right word for digital! 

 

This Red-throated Wryneck (above) was 
quite a surprise to find in our garden.  
They tend to be rather shy and retiring - 
and somewhat difficult to see.  This one 
now sits in the tree outside my office 
window.  Photographing it was quite 
difficult but Jock managed at last.  

 

This was quite unusual to see, too, as it is 
normally a forest bird and we saw it in the 
trees behind our property.  This is the male 
Thick-billed Weaver, complete with a seed in 
its beak.  They were around for a few weeks 
and suddenly disappeared. 


