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Endangered Leopard Tortoise - watch out for people 
selling this illegally.  We saw someone at the Berseba 
turn-off en route to Pilanesberg selling these.  They are 
also apparently sold around the Fourways area in 
Johannesburg. 

From the editorõs deské 

 

Marché always an odd month.  People talk about ñmad 
March haresò and ñthe ides of Marchò - whatever the 

reason, March is certainly an interesting month, just 
before Easter and several South African public holidays. 

 
We have had lots of rain in Johannesburg and most of 

the surrounding areas for much of January and early 

February.  Our own town was affected; we woke one 
day to find the town centre cut off by a tide of water as 

a dam flooded an access road, causing a lot of 
inconvenience to commuters.  The birds, of course, think 

this is wonderful and many seem to be into an extended 

breeding season, as do the animals - every reserve 
weôve been to recently seems to be sporting young 

creatures!  The weather has cleared up since, though, 
and weôre back to temperatures of around 26 - 30 deg C 

most days, so escape the Northern Hemisphereôs cold 
and snow and visit sunny South Africa! 

 

We discovered the wonders of Pilanesberg National Park 
this month and were so impressed with the plethora of 

feathered friends (around 400 species recorded in this 
Important Bird Area) that weôve decided to feature a 

new short tour to the reserve as an add -on to our usual 

10 - 11 day itineraries.  The Park also features on our 
day trips as well.  Read all about it in this issue.  

 
After three months of trying - goes to show, never give 

up - Jock finally obtained amazing photographs of a 
Giant Kingfisher, one of the largest kingfishers found in 

the southern African sub-region.  Weôve decided to 

feature them as our ñBird of the Monthò for March 2010. 
 

Where would the world be without pollination?  There is 
some concern that honey bees may be declining due to 

the rise of a fungal disease in both natural and 

manmade hives.  Birds also play an important role in this 
vital function.  Read about this in our Ecology section.  

 
And we have all our usual features - see Jockôs Bushveld 

Bird photographic portfolio and find out all about our day 

trips.  Until next time: happy reading and birding!  
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IMPORTANT NOTICE TO OUR SOUTH 
AFRICAN READERS!  

 
* ILLEGAL TORTOISE SALES ALERT *  

 
Be on the look -out for informal sellers of 

tortoises and endangered plants!  When travelling 
back from Pilanesberg National Park recently, we saw a 

street vendor near the Berseba turn-off selling tortoises, 
which appeared to be endangered Leopard Tortoises, as 

well as Eucomis autumnalis plants (looks like an 

emerald green pineapple).  We immediately contacted 
Endangered Wildlife Trust to report the offender; they 

in turn contacted North -west Nature Conservation to 
take the matter further.  The illegal sale of tortoises and 

medicinal plants is rife - please help end this trade! 
 

At certain times of year up -country, tortoises and 
medicinal plants are in great demand.  If you see 
anyone attempting to sell tortoises or these plants, 
please report them immediately to Endangered Wildlife 
Trust: Tel. 011 486 1102 and they will contact the 
relevant authorities.  



 

 

South African Rare Bird Reports  

 
There have been several sightings of the African Openbill 

in the Eastern Cape in particular and some birds were 
also seen at birding spots in northern Johannesburg.   

 

The rare Crab Plover has been sighted along the coast of 
KwaZulu-Natal (5 birds).  Inland, there have been 

sightings of several Red-headed Finches in northern 
Kruger National Park - apparently quite unusual there - 

as well as several Eurasian Honey Buzzards. 
 

There continue to be reports of a Western Marsh Harrier, 

which appears periodically at a bird sanctuary near 
Springs. 

 

Birding News from around South Africa 

 

Red-headed Finch - these birds have been seen in the 
northern areas of the Kruger National Park, where they 
do not often occur.  

Southern Bald Ibis Programme  

The Southern Bald Ibis is endemic to southern Africa 

with a restricted range centred on the Drakensberg - 
although we have seen them in other areas too.  It is 

listed as vulnerable due to its small population size 
(around 2 000 breeding pairs), being endemic to the 

region and having a restricted distribution (high altitude 

grasslands).  The population underwent a rapid decline 
during the last century.  Major threats include habitat  

destruction/modification due to commercial afforestation, 

intensive crop farming, open-cast mining and dense 
human settlement as well as hunting and disturbance, 

particularly at or near breeding colonies.  Some birds 
have been seen nesting under waterfalls and on dam 

walls in an effort to avoid human contact!  Conservation 

activities by BirdLife South Africa include reducing the 
conversion of grasslands to cultivation and forestry, 

determining the effects of grazing and burning regimes 
on the birdsô habitat, investigating the role of pesticides 

on the availability of prey, maintaining the number of 
colonies and breeding pairs, identifying and investigating 

factors adversely affecting breeding success, and 

establishing guidelines for landowners and avitourism 
operators to protect existing breeding colonies.  

 
Source:  BirdLife South Africa 

Did you know?   The largest bird nests in southern 

Africa are built by the Sociable Weaver which occurs in 
the arid western parts of the region, where several birds 

build a huge combined grass structure.  The largest 
nests built by single birds belong to the Hamerkop.  





ECOLOGY 

Sunbirds are important plant pollinators in South Africa.  A Greater Double-collared Sunbird (left) feeds on flowers of 
the Weeping Boerbean tree, while a Cape Weaver (right) contemplates a Coral Tree flower. 

PPOLLINATIONOLLINATION : : BIRDSBIRDS   VSVS   INSECTSINSECTS   
Birds were once thought to be less important pollinators 

of plants than insects but it is now emerging that they 
play a vital role in the lifecycle of certain plant species or 

species groups.  Sunbirds and sugarbirds were originally 
considered to be the only birds pollinating plants but 

research reveals a different story. 

 
Sunbirds and sugar birds, which feed mainly on nectar 

and spend a lot of time probing flowers, are considered 
of primary importance.  Other species occasionally 

visiting flowers tended to be dismissed although several 
omnivorous species are known to be important in seed 

dispersal for fruiting trees.  The news is that many of 

these species often take nectar too and most certainly 
have an impact on how efficiently these plants are 

pollinated.  These birds may even be the sole pollinators 
of certain plants.   

 

Known as ñoccasional nectarivoresò, they turn to nectar 
occasionally and only when it is readily available.  They 

do not have the specialised nectar-feeding bills (long, 
narrow and often decurved) and tongues (tubular, often 

with a brush at the tip) of the ñdedicated nectarivoresò 
and also tend to be larger in size. 

 

While birds probe for nectar, pollen attaches to the 
forehead and the plumage surrounding the base of the 

bill, allowing for the transfer of pollen between flowers.  
Many plants have short-tubed flowers which means that 

the long, slender bills of many dedicated nectarivores 

prevent the head from coming into contact with the 
pollen-containing anthers of the flower and effective 

pollination can therefore not occur.  Short flowers are 
therefore designed to be pollinated by short -billed birds.  

Some plant groups or species have been found to be 

actively engaged in attracting birds as opposed to 
insects as primary pollinators. 

However, insect and bird pollinators appear to be 

attracted to different plants, so often plant species wonôt 
be pollinated by both birds and insects but by one or the 

other.  Insects generally prefer more concentrated sugar 
nectar (i.e. sweeter with a syrupy consistency), available 

in small quantities.  Birds, however, prefer more dilute 

nectar that is bitter, watery and produced in large 
quantities.  South African birds such as bulbuls, orioles, 

drongos, mousebirds and many weavers and white-eyes 
are all partial to this nectar and play a role in pollinating 

plants.  Birds principally visit flowers for the nectar, with 
insect-gleaning being of secondary importance.  Birdsô 

activities on plants inevitably lead to greater seed 

production.   
 

Nectar is produced with dedicated nectarivores or 
occasional nectarivores in mind.  Nectar favouring the 

former tends to have nectar suited to insects, with a 

sugar concentration of 20 - 25%, favouring a high 
metabolism and dominated by sucrose, which is not 

easily digested, while the latter has half the sugar 
content, is dominated by easily-digestible glucose and 

fructose, and is often dark in colour.  This is thought to 
be a consequence of bitter plant phenols.  Bitter nectar 

may discourage ñincorrectò pollinators - those with a 

sweet tooth.  Some plants that attract occasional 
nectarivores have nectar that is unpalatable to dedicated 

nectarivores and insects.  Occasional nectarivores may 
tolerate the bitter nectar as they are accustomed to the 

bitter taste of their invertebrate prey.  At least 60 South 

African plant species are adapted for pollination by 
occasional nectarivores and many have dark nectar. 

 
It is thought that plants have evolved strategies for 

pollination by occasional nectarivores due to there being 

less density and numbers of dedicated nectarivores and 
plants must adapt - or risk not being pollinated at all.  



SOUTH AFRICANSOUTH AFRICAN   

BUSHVELD BIRDSBUSHVELD BIRDS   

PORTFOLIO  

Weõve been visiting a number of prime bushveld regions lately.  Hereõs a selection of 

photographs taken by our ace bird photographer, Jock Tame, for your enjoyment.  

 
The colour and variety of South Africaôs 
bushveld birds is amazing - from the 
streaky head and yellow throat and breast 
of the Golden-breasted Bunting (top left), 
taken in Pilanesberg National Park, to the 
colourful plumage of the White -fronted 
Bee-eater (right), taken at a reserve near 
Pretoria and the iridescent colours of the 
Didericks Cuckoo with its unique striped 
head (left), taken at Polokwane Game 
Reserve. 


