
   

           

 

 
Volume 1 Issue 8             July 2010 
 

The 

BIRDER 
An e -zine produced by Lifers & Twitchers Birding Tours  

THE FOOD ISSUETHE FOOD ISSUETHE FOOD ISSUE    

How & What How & What 

Do Birds Do Birds   

Eat?Eat?   

Use insectUse insect --

eating birds eating birds 

for pest for pest 

controlcontrol   

Coping with Coping with 

Helmeted Helmeted 

Guineafowl Guineafowl 

in Winterin Winter   

WE REVIEW TWO 

GREAT NEW 

SOUTH AFRICAN 

BIRDING GUIDES! 

Soccer World Soccer World 

Cup Cup --  Bad News Bad News 

for Vulturesfor Vultures   



 2 

IN THIS ISSUEIN THIS ISSUE   

 11  

2020   

17

17  

Features  
 
Portfolio:  

(Jock Tame) Woodpeckers     11 
 

Book Reviews:  

We review two new photographic guides   6 
 

Destinations:  
Borakalalo National Park     14 

 
Bird Behaviour:  

Food, Glorious Food      20

  
Birds & Golf Courses  

Coping with Guineafowl     28 
 

Regulars  

 
From the Editorôs Desk    3 

 
Birding Snippets       4 

 
Ecology:  

Control Pests Naturally Using Birds   7 

 
SA Bird of the Month:  

Saddle -billed Stork      13 
 

Wildlife -  Lions       17 

1717   

Cover picture: Pied Kingfisher, Pilanesberg National Park  
Photographer:  Jock Tame 

Blog Spot:  Visit our web site and see our informative 
weekly blogs.  Read trip reports, find out more about 
SA birds, conservation issues and more:  
www.lifers-birding.com/news/  



 3 

From the editorõs deské 

 

Well, itôs been a crazy few weeks here with the Soccer 
World Cup being hosted in South Africa.  Vuvuzelas are 

competing with the natural sounds of the bush and 
birds; a French radio station was apparently trying to get 

a competitive edge offering ñvuvezela-freeò broadcasts!  
One Australian tourist commented that South Africans 

were the ñloudest and friendliest people in the worldò - 

bit of a mixed blessing.  While the Soccer World Cup is 
good news for South Africa, raising the countryôs profile 

and ensuring that tourists are now aware that this is not  
the most dangerous place to visit in the world (everyone 

is apparently having an awesome time), it has not been 

good news for the countryôs vultures, which now face an 
additional threat because of the tournament.  Read the 

story on page 5 to find out more.  
 

As the South African winter deepens (Joôburg recorded 
the coldest winter temperatures in 15 years during the 

second week in June, when all the tourists were arriving 

in droves), food becomes ever more of an issue for our 
feathered friends.  We decided to dedicate this issue to 

the topic - how do birds feed and what do they eat?  
Weôve also highlighted some fascinating eating habits of 

some species.  See our full feature on page 20.   

 
If youôre a keen golfer or a greenkeeper you will have 

noticed the proliferation of Helmeted Guineafowl on 
courses during the winter.  Thereôs a reason for that 

(you guessed it, itôs diet related) - and we also have 
some suggestions as to how you can mitigate the 

damage the birds unwittingly cause to courses and 

greens.  Read our feature on page 28. 
 

Our featured bird this month is the Saddle -billed Stork 
(Endangered), which stands to be put at risk by the 

Mapungubwe coal mining development featured in last 

monthôs issue.  We also take a look at lions - are they 
really the kings of the bushveld?  You decide.   

 
Until next time...  

Bronwyn  

Bronwyn Howard: Editor 
 

This e-zine is produced by: 

Lifers & Twitchers Birding Tours 
P O Box 15437, Farrarmere, 1518, South Africa 
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Photography: Jock Tame 

Articles: Bronwyn Howard 

Design & Layout: Bronwyn Howard 
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SPONSOR WANTEDSPONSOR WANTED   

  
The Birder  would like to take this magazine to 
the next level, producing quality informative 
articles with great photographs.  However, in 
order to do this, we would need to travel 
extensively, looking at new birding 
destinations, interviewing people, finding out 
about conservation activities and 
environmental problems birds face - not to 
mention taking more of those wonderful bird 
photographs you all love so much.  
 
We are therefore looking for a sponsor to 
assist us with this endeavour and have a full 
sponsorship proposal available to anyone who 

is interested.  
 
Our web site generates up to 26 000 hits a 
month, which we understand is excellent for a 
relatively new site and publication.  Our 
magazine is posted on various international 
birding -related sites on Facebook and links to 
the magazine are circulated monthly to South 
African hotels, game lodges and travel agents, 
as well as bird clubs and birders in the USA 
and UK, so we receive a great deal of exposure 
- as will our sponsor.  
 
As our magazine becomes more conservation -
orientated, we are ideally looking for a 
company or organization that is interested in 
showcasing how ògreenó they are; the 
magazine can possibly also be used for carbon 
trading as it is generated electronically and 
distributed online with a low carbon footprint.  
 
Interested?  Or know someone who is?  Please 
contact us to receive a full sponsorship 
proposal.  
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Birding News from around South Africa 

CONSERVATION NEWSCONSERVATION NEWS   

   

Bad News for the African PenguinBad News for the African PenguinBad News for the African Penguin :  The embattled 

African Penguin has now been officially uplisted on the IUCN 

(International Union for the Conservation of Nature) Red Data 

List from Vulnerable  to Endangered.  These penguins have 

been struggling since the 19th century with a host of 

problems threatening their survival.  As far back as the 

1600s, Jan van Riebeck, the Dutch trader who established a 

refreshment station at the Cape of Good Hope, placed a ban 

on capturing and eating penguins, foreseeing that they 

would die out if they continued to be persecuted.  Penguin 

eggs were collected until the mid -1960s.  As if that were not enough, their guano was scraped off islands and 

removed to be used for fertilizer.  This robbed the penguins of nest sites as they make burrows in the guano 

mounds.  Oil spillages are a constant threat although penguin cleaning operations mean that the majority of 

oiled birds are successfully returned to the wild.  These penguins eat primarily anchovies and sardines; 

overfishing (unfortunately South Africa was the prime culprit in this one!) resulted in the populations of these 

fish crashing off South Africaõs west coast in the 1950s - they have never quite recovered.  The birds, which 

occur in large numbers along this particular coastline, also suffered as a result of the demise of these fish. 

Penguins are in particularly dire straits as they are largely flightless and cannot forage over a distance of more 

than about 40 km.  Food shortages are still the penguinsõ biggest problem as fish stocks fluctuate for unknown 

reasons.  Penguins now compete with the purse -seine fishing industry off the west coast.  Studies have found 

that lack of food availability has a detrimental effect on breeding success and populations continue to drop.  

 

Good News for Cape GannetsGood News for Cape GannetsGood News for Cape Gannets :  The other bird conservation story to hit our news headlines recently was 

that of the Cape Gannets.  Due to an unseasonably warm and late summer, the birds bred until later than usual 

in the breeding season.  However, winter did eventually arrive and the adults responded to age -old instincts 

and migrated up the coast, leaving their young chicks stranded!  SACCOB, an NGO which works to conserve 

threatened seabirds, promptly stepped in to launch a massive rescue programme (Cape Gannets are classified 

as Vulnerable ), collected up the chicks and removed them to facilities where the birds will be hand -reared until 

they are large and strong enough to be released into the wild.  

Barn Swallow from South Africa found in Ukraine, Russia 
 

A dead Barn Swallow ringed at the Mount Moreland roost north of Durban, KwaZulu-

Natal, was found by a teacher in Ukraine, Russia, on 1 May 2010.  The bird was 

ringed at the roost on 12 December 2008, recorded as a juvenile male weighing    

20 g (about four teaspoonfuls).  The minimum straight distance flown by the swallow 

was an incredible 8 691 km!  Coincidentally, on the day this particular swallow was 

found the new King Shaka International Airport, which lies 2.6 km north of the Mt 

Moreland roost, was officially opened.  The Airports Company of South Africa (ACSA), 

working with conservation organizations such as BirdLife South Africa, has put in 

various safeguards to protect millions of Barn Swallows when they return to their 

roosts in October this year when the inbound migration season begins. 
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VV ULTURESULTURES   ANDAND   THETHE   SSOCCEROCCER   WWORLDORLD   CCUPUP :  The Soccer World Cup is generally 

regarded as having been very successful for South Africa, particularly in terms of 

showcasing all this country has to offer to tourists from all over the world.  Weõve been 

taking tours to various destinations during the tournament and feedback about the 

country has been very positive with most tourists saying that they were pleasantly 

surprised; even torrential weather in Cape Town as the Mediterranean climate kicks 

in has not deterred match -goers or sightseers.  So we were quite alarmed to read a 

press release from BirdLife South Africa regarding gambling on the outcome of the 

competition.  It seems that followers of muti magic in South Africa believe 

(mistakenly) that smoking dried vulture brains will confer supernatural powers on 

gamblers enabling them to predict match results during the Soccer World Cup.  

Betting on the outcome of games is big business and conservationists believe that 

superstitions and sorcery will be powerful attractions for gamblers desperate to 

increase their winning chances, placing even more pressure on birds such as the Cape Vulture, which is already 

classified as facing global extinction.  Many vultures worldwide are in trouble; southern African species face a 

variety of problems including reduced food availability, deliberate or secondary poisoning and electrocution from 

electricity pylons.  The harvesting of the birdsõ heads for muti magic is another threat these birds should not be 

facing and probably cannot endure.  A representative of the Royal Society for the Preservation of Birds added 

that one in every six of the worldõs birds of prey are facing extinction and during the past two decades vultures 

have virtually vanished from West Africa, South Asia and other parts of the globe.  A researcher in KwaZulu -

Natal studying the decline of vultures relating to the harvesting of the birds of muti magic says that their 

research indicates that such practices could render the Cape Vulture extinct in certain parts of South Africa 

within 50 years; in the worst case scenario, populations could be facing collapse within 12 years.  A poison known 

as Aldicarb, which is also lethal to humans, is used to kill birds for muti.  As we have discussed in previous 

issues of The Birder , vultures and other scavenger birds fulfil a unique ecological role; their absence in Africa 

indicates an unhealthy environment for both people and animals.  In Asia, the absence of vultures and other 

predator birds has already resulted in an explosion of feral dog and cat populations and an unusually high level 

of carrion, which can result in the spread diseases to humans, animals and other birds.  Vultures are considered 

one of the most threatened bird groups in Africa with four out of seven species Globally Threatened on the IUCN 

Red Data List.  

 

Kranz Aloes bring birds in winter - and brighten your garden too 
 

The Kranz Aloe (Aloe aborescens), a tree-like aloe, brightens many a 
garden at this time of year, when the succulent bears bright red and 
yellow flower spikes.  The species is found throughout South Africa from 
the coast to an altitude of around 2 000 m.  It is able to withstand 
moderate frost.  The tall flower spikes appear from May onwards and 
create splashes of colour in the bushveld for several months during the 
South African winter (May - August).   
 
As temperatures drop and food availability dwindles, winter can be a 

hard time for our feathered friends.  A patch of flowering Kranz Aloes will, however, bring nectar-loving birds into 
both suburban and public gardens.  The flower spikes are a magnet for the obvious culprits such as sunbirds and 
sugar birds; however, nectar-robbers such as Streaky-headed Seed-eaters and weaver birds may also feast on this 
energy-rich food source by breaking open the base of the flowers and stealing the nectar within.  By doing this, 
however, they by-pass the pollen-bearing stamens of the flower as they have no long, decurved beaks to probe 
the flower from the entrance.  This negates the basic idea of the plant providing a nectar reward in exchange for 
pollination services rendered by birds such as sunbirds.  Needless to say, there are sufficient nectarivores with the 
ǊƛƎƘǘ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǇƻƭƭƛƴŀǘŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀƭƻŜǎ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ άƴŜŎǘŀǊ ǊƻōōŜǊǎέΦ 

New Bird Hide Opens at Rooisands Nature Reserve, Western Cape:  Arabella Western Cape Hotel & Spa, Cape 

Nature, BirdLife South Africa, the South African National Biodiversity Institute and Hanglip-Kleinmond Tourism officially 

opened a new bird hide at Rooisands Nature Reserve on 28 May 2010.  This hide is a valuable addition to the Overberg Birding 

Route and will promote the areaôs avian riches among local and international birders as well as within the South African birding 

tourism sector.  Rooisands Nature Reserve, which borders the Arabella Western Cape Hotel & Spa and is under curatorship from 

Cape Nature, forms part of the Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve, a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  The construction of the bird hide 

and walkways are part of the hotelôs mandate from Cape Nature to create accessibility to Rooisands Nature Reserve for 

surrounding local communities. 

Information sourced from BirdLife South Africa  
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BOOK REVIEWS  

The Bird Guide of Southern Africa and The Raptor 
Guide of Southern Africa  
Ulrich Oberpreier & Burger Cillie (Game Parks Publishing) 
 
While I am a complete fan of the Sasol bird guide, which 

I personally find one of the best South African bird 

identification guides around and have used for many 
years, I met Ulrich Oberpreier of Game Parks Publishing 

at the BirdLife South Africa Bird Fair in early May and 
decided to take a closer look at the two books; they are 

just two of a plethora of new bird guides available for 
South African birders this season. 

 

My first thought was that they should have sub -titled 
these two books Birding made easy.  While the 

groupings of the birds took a little time to get used to, 
having quality photographic guides really helps with bird 

identification, especially of hard-to-identify species such 

as larks, pipits, cisticolas and raptors.  There is also 
more general information on the birds than in 

conventional bird guides, which stick to the basics, so 
you can have a quick read-up on the bird after youôve 

identified it without having to carry your heavy Roberts 
Birds of South Africa VII ed around with you or wait until 

you get home to look up the salient points!   

 
As tour operators, we keep the books in the vehicle 

when we travel to reserves such as Pilanesberg National 
Park and it has been wonderful to be able to show 

clients actual photographs of birds such as Lilac-breasted 

Rollers or Crimson-breasted Shrikes before we see them 
in the Park.  This creates tremendous interest in the 

birds that clients can expect to see, even among 
dedicated wildlife enthusiasts, before we actually get 

there.  Nature-lovers from other countries also compare 

our birds to theirs, which has led to some very 
interesting discussions during the drive to the reserve.  

We found the Raptor Guide particularly useful.  Raptors 

are always fairly hard to identify; one of the reasons is 
that they undergo extensive plumage changes as they 

morph from juveniles to adults and the book contains 
numerous photographs of a particular raptor in all 

variations of its plumage as the bird matures and from 

various angles to boot.  It also tells you what to check 
for - if the bird doesnôt fly off too quickly - and contains 

quite a lot of information about the habits of the bird, 
which all help you with the identification.   

 
The books are beautifully-produced with high gloss 

pages and plastic-coated covers (the Raptor Guide 

comes with an easy-to-clean heavy duty clear cover).  
The quality photographs - which make all the difference 

to these guides - are taken by Burger Cillie.  Oneôs 
immediate impression is of a quality product that much 

thought has gone into.  Both beginner and more 

advanced birders will enjoy The Bird Guide of Southern 
Africa, while more seasoned birders and raptor 

enthusiasts can certainly get a lot from The Raptor Guide 
of Southern Africa. 
 
The books are available from various book stores or you 

can order them directly from Game Parks Publishing,  

P O Box 12331, Hatfield, 0028 or e-mail: 
info@gameparkspublishing.co.za. 
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ECOLOGY 

Cape Longclaw (left) eating a flying insect and Capped Wheatear (right), a grassland bird, eating a worm.  Birds are 
an important form of natural insect pest control and can reduce the pesticide load in the greater environment.  

Birds provide important ecological services to the 

environment - but many of these also have important 
benefits for people, too.  We probably all know by now 

that our blue planet is in trouble, much of it human -
induced, whether by exploding human populations 

putting increasing pressure on natural areas or by a 

variety of other causes related to the way we live, work 
and do business generally.  One of the negative effects 

human beings have had on the environment is by the 
largely uncontrolled use of pesticides to control 

unwanted insects, be they in home, garden or farmland.  
Besides some pesticides such as DDT remaining in the 

environment where their effects are felt far up the food 

chain, affecting top predators as well as people 
negatively, many pesticides do not decompose properly 

or completely in the environment.  Whatever is not used 
runs off with the application of water for irrigation or 

when it rains.  This pesticide run-off eventually ends up 

in rives, dams, estuaries and even the oceans where 
they cause untold havoc to life, often a long way from 

the pollution source.  A number of years ago there were 
concerns that the ubiquitous Cape Wagtail, a much loved 

garden bird, was becoming increasingly rare due to the 

application of pesticides in gardens.  As worms and other 

unwanted pests were killed off, so were the birds, which 
ate the poisoned arthropods and insects.  A campaign by 

the Endangered Wildlife Trust encouraging gardeners to 
hand in their dangerous chemicals at nurseries and 

similar centres in exchange for more environmentally-

friendly products led to the re -appearance of this 
delightful, rather comical bird in our gardens.   

 
Many garden birds are in fact insectivores.  Before you  

reach for the insecticide bottle next time, consider how 
leaving the pests alone could provide food for your avian 

friends - and control the insects in your garden naturally.  

Nature always works towards balance; if you let her get 
on with it you will find that your garden becomes a 

haven for birds and the insect population is naturally 
controlled, so you use less insecticides. 

 

Here is a table setting out some examples of common 
insectivorous birds found in South Africa and how they 

benefit people by their feeding habits.  Encouraging 
these birds can benefit gardeners, householders and 

farmers. 

Control PESTs naturally using 
birds  

Bird Name  Where Found  Preferred Food  

Lesser Honeyguide Gauteng, Eastern Cape along coast to 

Western Cape, Northern Cape but not 
arid areas 

Beeswax, honeybees, mayflies, 

termite alates, ants, caterpillars.  

Red-throated Wryneck South African grasslands: Port 

Elizabeth to Louis Trichardt 

Ants, their eggs and pupae 
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The Red-throated Wryneck is a bird that feeds on the 
ground, living on ants, their eggs and pupae and 
controlling populations of these creatures. 

Black-shouldered Kite, a small raptor found in 
grasslands, feeds on small rodents such as rats and 
mice. 

Bird Name  Where Found  Preferred Food  

Cardinal Woodpecker Widespread in South Africa; absent 

from treeless regions 

Larvae and pupae of beetles and 

other insects (spiders, first instar 
larvae of Mopane Emporer Moth, 

termites occasionally) 

Ground Woodpecker Restricted to hilly and mountainous 

areas of southern & western Karoo, 
fynbos & grassland biomes from north

-western Northern Cape to western 
Swaziland and eastern Mpumalanga 

Ants, their eggs and pupae (ant 

populations within territories reduced 
by 25 - 50%), also some beetles and 

termites. 

Red-billed Hornbill Open, wooded savanna in north-

eastern South Africa, northern KZN 
and western Swaziland 

Small insects, especially beetles, ants, 

termites, flies (and their eggs & 
larvae).  In summer, also 

grasshoppers, centipedes, termite 
alates, scorpions and solifugids.  

Sometimes small reptiles or birds. 

African Grey Hornbill Northern South Africa, Swaziland and 

KZN 

Rodents, tree frogs, birds eggs & 

nestlings (incl Red-billed Quelea), 
arachnids, grasshoppers, beetles, 

large caterpillars and moths. 

Green Woodhoepoe Woodlands in northern & eastern 

South Africa, extending west along 
coastal belt as far as Knysna, Western 

Cape.  Not found in treeless areas. 

Mainly insects, also spiders, 

solifugids, centipedes, geckos and 
frots, lizards, bats, dragonflies, 

butterflies, termites, beetles.  

Lilac-breasted Roller Common in all well-wooded habitats 

in South Africa, mainly north of 28 °S  

Locusts, mantids, crickets, beetles, 

moths, butterflies, ants, termites, 
spiders, scorpions, centipedes, 

caterpillars, snails.  Also lizards, 
snakes, frogs, birds, rodents 

Woodlands Kingfisher North-eastern South African lowlands, 

north-eastern KZN and eastern 
Swaziland 

Intra -African breeding migrant 

Mainly insects such as grasshoppers 

& locusts; also dragonflies, cicadas, 
cockroaches, mantids, butterflies, 

moths, grubs, caterpillars and larvae, 
ants, termite alates, scorpions, crabs, 

shrimps, fish, frogs, lizards and 

snakes 


