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season in
our cuckoos are so-called Old World Cuckoos and intra
African migrants; some also migrate as far as Europe
and Asia. Read about them in our feature One Flew

ltds cuckoo

Over t he Cuongagold.s Nes't

Did you know?

The young of most cuckoos breeding
in South Africa remove all the eggs from the nest of the
host bird; some even have a specially adapted pouch on
their backs for doing so. An average of 24 eggs are laid
per bird in the breeding season.
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By the time this issue reaches you, the holidays will be
over - or nearly so - New Year resolutions will have
been made and weodl !l all
brand-new year. We hope to see some of you on our
tours during 2010. We have regular departures
throughout the year for both the Birding Hotpots and
Bushveld Birding tours. More tours are planned and we
will keep you advised as we go along.

From t he tor ds
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2010 is a big year for South Africa, as the country

counts down to hosting the Soccer World Cup, arguably
one of the worl dbds biggest
prei and post birding tours on offer. Visit our web site
(www.lifers -birding.com) for dates and book soon to
avoid disappointment.
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In this monthés issue, we wil
We have had a lot of discussions over the Internet with
various birding groups regarding these birds, which are
summer visitors from other parts of Africa, as well as
continents like Asia and Europe. We have had a
number of wonderful cuckoo sightings recently
(including a Red-chested Cuckoo in our own garden).
However, they will all be
wait until October to see them again.
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Read about our privilege of witnessing an unusual
termite -fest at Nylsvley on page 4 and find out about
the fascinating links between birds and termites, which
provide a highly nutritious food source for birds (even
seed-eaters eat these delicious morsels) during the

EMCEIENFeR %\fth%s? ins%q,s.e sent . Mo s t

Finally, our conservation section highlights the Red-
billed Quelea controversy - an ongoing issue in southern
Africa as crop farmers find themselves in conflict with
these birds, which appear largely unaffected by the
hullabaloo surrounding them.
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You can also read about Wakkerstroom in our
Destinations section - a place we visit on our Birding
Hotspots Tour.

Enjoy the read - remember to give us your feedback
and comments so we can improve our offerings. Until
then, happy birding!

Bronwyn
Bronwyn Howard: Editor




BIRDING SNIPPETS

Birding News from around South Africa

South African Rare Bird Reports

Recent rarity sightings across South Africa included:

§ Several African Openbill (Storks) have been seen
at various sites around KwaZulu-Natal in eastern
South Africa.

§ Caspian Plovers and Palecrowned Cisticolas were

seen in the greater Gauteng region.

§ A Yellow-rumped Tinkerbird and Magpie Mannikin
were seen near Tzaneen. The former is quite far
north of its usual range and the latter is generally
found in low numbers in that area.

§ An Ayres Hawk Eagle was seen in the Pafuri
Region of the Kruger National Park - although it
does occur there, it is seldom seen.

South Africads | mportant

South Africa has a fabulous total of 101 Important Bird

Areas (IBAs) covering approximately 101 154 square

kilometres. The creation and monitoring of IBAs is a

project of Birdlife International, represented locally by

Birdlife South Africa. The programme identifies and

works to conserve a network of sites for the long -term

survival of species that are globally threatened, have a

restricted range and/or are restricted to specific biomes

or vegetation types. The fourth category is for sites
that have significant populations, e.g. 20 000 water
birds. The aim is that all IBAs or significant parts of
them should have some form of conservation status.

Pongolapoort Game Reserve-o ne o0 f

Important Bird Areas
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rU/Siusuél Summhér visitor to South Africa, the African
Openbill, has been seen in several locations across
KwaZulu-Natal.

Mi gratory Birdsd Decline
Several bird conservation organizations are joining

forces to launch a massive project to understand more

Il nve

about migratory species that over-winter in sub-Saharan

Africa. More than 40% of all migratory species passing
between Europe and Africa have declined in the last 30
years. One in 10 are classified as Globally Threatened
or Near Threatened on |
Researchers will monitor birds along a corridor from
Ghanaodos Atlantic coast to
spanning a range of habitats. The idea is to find out
what is happening to the birds in their over -wintering
grounds. Possible causes for the declines may include
climate change, changes in rainfall patterns and land
degradation. Increases in human populations and
climate variations in West Africa probably exacerbate
these threats. Researchers will be counting and ringing
birds in order to build up a detailed picture of the
movements and habitat preferences of European
migratory birds wintering in Africa so that an action plan
can uliimat2ly ke formulated to stop the decline.
Source. BirdLife SA Newsletter- September 2009
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ECOLOGY

Birds, such as this Yellowbilled Hornbill (left) and Burchells Starfing (right) become very excited at termite
emergences, calling loudly and appearing very agitated.

Birds & termites

It was late on a hot afternoon at Nylsvley Nature branches, while we observed the firefinches on the
Reserve. We were sitting in the campsite, idly watching ground hopping a foot into the air as they pursued
birds and wondering whether it was cool enough to go flying termites. Other birds were so excited that they
for a walk! A Violet-backed Starling dropped to the flew mindlessly among the insects, often colliding with
ground, holding a winged termite alate in its beak. We other birds. The noise attracted ever more avians - it
became aware that a commotion was taking place seemed that half the birds on
behind our tent, even as we were suddenly surrounded pitching up. A Yellow-billed Hornbill arrived, to perch in
by birds, fluttering, calling - and completely oblivious to a tree well above the fray, watching the goings -on
our presence. The termites were emerging. At certain below and snapping at termites which happened to fly
times of year, termites develop wings and emerge from high in their attempt to escape their earthly shackles for
their burrows (frequently but not always after rain), to the only time in their lives. Eventually, as the day
fly away and establish new colonies, although the wings cooled and the termitesd wing
do not last long. The creatures, normally safely dissipated and relative calm was restored to the bush.
ensconced underground or within large earthen
mounds, emerge to become fodder for birds, who find The effects of termites on birds are more far -reaching
them an excellent source of protein. Even seed-eating than simply stimulating a feeding frenzy. Termitaria
species will flock to a termite emergence to take often harbour plant communities that differ from the
advantage of this excellent, nutritious food source. surrounding landscape in both species composition and
structure: termitaria may be the only place where trees
Being unobserved - or unnoticed during the feeding are able to grow in a flood plain, for example, creating
frenzy - we found the behaviour of the birds, faced with a habitat for birds to build nests and take shelter from
this unaccustomed banquet, very interesting to watch. predators. Trees growing on mounds also have a
Some, such as Burchells Starling, called loudly, hopping higher nutrient content, stay in leaf longer, grow larger
among the branches and on the ground. Others, like and support more insect herbivores. Birds requiring
the Violet-backed Starling, were seen flying up from the cavities in which to nest often find such sites in large
ground with several termites in their beaks at once. trees, while raptors may use them as hunting perches.
Magpie Shrikes could not seem to stop shrieking; every Termitaria support local concentrations of fleshy-fruited
time the frenzy threatened to die down, they would call plants, supporting frugivores such as barbets. They may
in more birds with their loud, piercing cries. We soon be used as feeding locations for insectivorous birds or
realized why: what they were doing was stealing raptors that are drawn by the small mammals that use

termites from other bDbirdsd themokmsls forbufrdws and dhelttrav i our
happens often among certain bird species and is known

as kleptoparatism. Even small, rather sweet birds like The relationship between termites and birds is an

Bl ue Waxbills and James onds interesting bne with mang facetg moetheeast of which
exempt. The waxbills hopped excitedly among the is the feeding frenzies termite emergences generate.
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The Crested Barbet is a common garden bird, especially on the South African Highveld and is also seen in bushveld

areas, where it favours mixed woodland and fruiting trees.

Crested Barbet

The Crested Barbet is a highly colourful and visible bird,
found equally in Highveld gardens (where it is attracted
to bird feeders and fruiting trees in particular), in
bushveld areas, where it favours mixed, broad-leafed
woodlands and also in grasslands containing patches of
alien trees. It can be seen on both our Birding Hotspots
and Bushveld Birding tours.

Crested Barbets have a very distinctive, unmistakable
call, which can be heard from some distance away.
This is a loud, sustained unmusical trill (r-r-r-r-r-r-r),
sounding not unlike an alarm clock with the ring
removed and it may continue for up to five minutes.

Crested Barbets are usually solitary or in pairs and can
become relatively tame, especially if they are being fed.
They roost in self-excavated or natural holes in trees
but may use disused Greater Striped Swallow and
Whitebrowed Sparrow Weaver nests and may even use
hollow steel fence posts! It is aggressive towards other
hole-nesting species, even during the non-breeding
season. It drinks regularly.

In the wild the birds forage mostly on the ground,

singly or in pairs, favouring areas with sparse grass
cover near a tree or bush. Although they prefer fruit if
it is available, they are in fact omnivores and feed
mainly on insects when fruit is scarce. Food includes
termites, beetles, grasshoppers, moths and snails
(which it effectively controls in suburban gardens). The
larger instars of larvae of the Mopane Emporer moth,
are also often eaten. The bird eats the fruits of several
indigenous South African fruit-bearing trees such as
karees, figs and jackalberries. They also feed on nectar
from aloes and flowering trees such as the Weeping
Boer-bean. The bird occasionally robs nests of chicks
and eggs.

Crested Barbets are monogamous and solitary nesters

with breeding pairs widely spaced. It is territorial with
variable territory sizes. Nesting territories are vigorously
defended against other hole-nesting species and pairs
will even evict species such as Redthroated Wrynecks
from nests they (the other species) already occupy.
Pairs remain together throughout the year, using duets
to maintain the pair bond. Courtship rituals include a
mutual billing display; the male also feeds insects and
berries to the female. The nest cavity is excavated by
both. The nest is re-used for successive broods within
the season and even up to one year. In southern
Africa, 2 - 5 eggs may be laid at any time of year with
both sexes incubating eggs by day and females
incubating at night. The nestlings are fed on insects by
both parents; once the nestlings have feathers, they are
fed from the nest hole, with the cavity being enlarged
as the chicks grow. Breeding success is excellent with
double-brooding being the norm. They are parasitized
by Greater and Lesser Honeyguides and nestlings are
evicted and killed by Common Mynas. They are not
threatened and range expansions in the south and west
indicate a thriving population.

Source: Roberts Birds of South Africa, Edition VI/




DESTINATIONS

WAKKERSTROOM

A Birding Mecca

Nestled between rolling hills and endless grassland plains, Wakkerstroom
has become a magnet for international and local South African birders alike,
offering a range of wetland and grassland species found at high altitudes.

We have visited Wakkerstroom on a humber of We then took a drive on one of the country gravel roads

occasions and each time our stay has been memorable: to a place where a local told us we might find a few of

there are usually several wonderful bird sightings that the regionébés species. We spe

are topics of conversation for days afterwards - quite Afold woodod trees and rolling

apart from the tranquillity of the town and surrounding succession the nearthreatened Buff-streaked Chat and

countryside, which is has a unique, scenic beauty of its emerald green Malachite Sunbird before seeing the

own. Aspecial 6 we wthe Yellow Ripit.kAfterg f or
exhausting the possibilities of this stretch of road at

The first time we visited the region - highly last, we moved on to find a flock of Southern Bald Ibis,

recommended to us by various friends who all as well as a plethora of Amur Falcons, together with

pronounced it amazing - we took a spur-of-the-moment Steppe and Jackal Buzzards. A late afternoon walk

decision to spend the New Yaardsswebhkendathpassiniothe i

knowing what to expect, we were delighted by the a Black-crowned Night Heron skulking in the reeds,

small and rather pretty town, friendly locals and picture which they tend to do. Being nocturnal, they are only

postcard surroundings (and that was before we began seen early in the morning or at dusk.

birding).

The next morning, a Red-throated Wryneck woke us
We set off first to expl or e trilting leudlgia the ggrdea at eud acdomraoddtian ardl

reserveo area, where a ser i wesheandd owto find @raundWoodgeglkers, Blacko s s a
stream to reach various hides overlooking an extensive headed Herons, various egrets and a rare Secretary

wetland. A small copse of trees along the river was Bird, walking majestically through fields of yellow

filled with white daisies and benches beckoning one to wildflowers.

relax and savour the peace. We did not see much here

apart from the usual collection of wetland warblers, Red The highlight of that particular trip, however, were

Bishops and some distant Yellowbilled Ducks but the definitely the Grey Crowned Cranes. These breed in the
wildflowers were incredible and seemed to come in area from December - February and they were very

every hue. much in evidence, calling, displaying and flying around



in twos. We even found one sitting on a nest in the
middle of a reedbed!

So fabulous did we find the experience that we decided
that we would definitely visit Wakkerstroom again but,
after spending two and a half years in the southern
Cape, it was some time before we were able to visit the
region again.

Our next visit was rather different, coming as it did in
spring, the grasslands still tawny with winter colours
and the trees either in new leaf or covered with flowers
and blossoms. We stayed at the beautiful guest house
which we now use as preferred accommodation on our
Birding Hotspots Tour, with its glorious views of nearby
Martins Dam. Despite a chilly, rainy start to our stay,
we nevertheless managed to see Pied, Giant and

Bot hadbés Lark s one of the re
Highveld grassiand species is very endangered and only
occurs in a few areas of its former range.

Malachite Kingfishers in the stream on the property. The next time we visited Wakkerstroom, we had quite a
The Pied Kingfisher was fishing, becoming very noisy different experience. Wetland areas appeared larger
and excited each time it caught something. In the and reeds higher due to recent excellent rains in the
morning, the weather cleared and we were treated not region. We saw several larks along the roads including
only to a splendid view of MgfhhB8SLRAR I YAk BftEhe regi
sunrise but to a plethora of birds. Goliath and Black- seen included the brightly coloured Red and Golden
headed Herons flew overhead and the gardens were Bishop, White-throated Swallow, Banded Martin,

alive with fluttering, trilling birds. Amethyst and Longtailed and Fantailed Widowbird, Blackheaded
Malachite Sunbirds feasted on blossoms and new Heron, Southern Bald, Hadeda and Sacred Ibis, Ant
shoots; Dark-capped Bulbuls and Cape Robirchats eating and Common Stone Chat, African Pied Starling
ventured near the rooms; Cape and Southern Masked and, above a small stream, the tiny but vivid Malachite
Weavers built nests with the frenzy of spring; larks, Kingfisher.

canaries and prinias flew among low-growing shrubs.

We visited the fAwetl and r es gefghdaredWhich waBprevioush rfl nolvh i s

time we saw a possible Finfoot, which was very exciting supported a large breeding colony of Whiskered Terns,
as these are very shy and secretive waterbirds. one of the few terns which live and breed at inland
Surrounding roads revealed Red Bishops and Longtailed water bodies. A nearby tree also hosted a colony of
Widowbirds in transitional plumage. breeding Cattle Egrets (not usually associated with
water), Reed Cormorants and even two Black-headed
The highlight, however, was the sighting of two Blue Herons.
Cranes in a field not long after we left Wakkerstroom.
These endangered birds are not often seen in the wild Wakkerstroom has its share of raptors and we saw
(although all three of Sout hackhiBlizzafd @ &rediet el soarh§ thrbu§hSthe © € C U
in the region), so this was a real treat, all the more so skies. However, by far the most raptors were falcons:
for being completely unexpected! the Amur Falcon was particularly numerous and we

Y

The Pied Kingfisher may often be seen perching above The vivid Golden Bishop is equally at home in grass-
streams and wetlands, diving for fish which it sees in lands and reedbeds, where its bright summer plumage
the water. makes it easy to see. Females are brown and plain.



