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From the editorõs deské 

 
May is a terrific, event-packed birding month in South 
Africa.  The weekend of 1/2 May sees the annual SASOL 
Bird Fair at Johannesburg Zoo.  We will be visiting the 
show and will bring you our full report in our June 2010 
issue.  May is also when South Africa celebrates National 
Bird Week, which runs from 3 - 5 May 2010. 
 
This month, we look at the facts about bird extinctions -
and the conservation issues facing birds.  Habitat 
destruction is arguably the biggest cause of extinction 
worldwide but there are other issues such as poisoning, 
seabird bycatch, urban development, pollution - and 
more.  Find out about the issues facing wild birds across 
the globe. 
 
Theyôre ugly, often ungainly and feed on decaying, 
smelly carcasses.  Weôre talking about scavenger birds - 
vultures and Marabou Storks.  Unattractive yet vital, 
these birds perform an important function, ridding the 
veld of decay.  Read about them in our Ecology feature 
on page 5. 

 
When you're out birding in southern Africa, you often 
see the wildlife too.  Weôre going to be running short, 
informative features on African animals.  This month, we 
look at the African elephant - the gentle and fascinating 
giant every tourist wants to see.  
 
Our destination this month is a small reserve which 
those living or visiting Johannesburg and Pretoria can 
visit in a day - Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  Find out about 
this lovely place and the avian feast it offers.  
 
Reader Dave Barnes saw this egret (below) at LC De 
Villiers Sports Ground in Pretoria in late March and 
thereôs been much debate as to its identity!  We went for 
a juvenile Little Blue Heron; others suggested it was a 
Western Reef Heron while yet another authority said it 
was a Little Egret juvenile.  Let us know what you think.  
 
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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Web site: www.lifers -birding.com 
 

Photography: Jock Tame 
Articles: Bronwyn Howard 
Design & Layout: Bronwyn Howard 

Visit our award -winning web site:  

www.lifers -birding.com  

SOUTH AFRICAN BIRD OF THE YEAR ANNOUNCED  
 
The Bird of the Year has finally been announced.  Itôs 
the Lesser Flamingo!  These graceful birds migrate 
between the East African Rift Valley and southern Africa, 
where they congregate in large numbers in Namibia and 
Botswana, and places such as Kamffers Dam near 
Kimberley in South Africaôs Northern Cape Province. 

Lesser Flamingo - South African Bird of the Year for 
2010.  And our SA Bird of the Month for May.  Read all 
about this bird on page 9.  
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Birding News from around South Africa 

South African Rare Bird Alert  
 
The African Openbill, one of our more unusual storks 
and supposed to be an ñuncommonò summer visitor to 
our shores, has appeared everywhere again - sometimes 
in fairly large flocks.  Birds have been seen in Velddrif 
and Mooiplaas in the Western Cape, the latter a sighting 
of some 48 birds! 
Further afield, a Broad-billed Sandpiper was seen at 
West Coast National Park (near Cape Town), while a 
Eurasian Honey Buzzard appeared near Stellenbosch in 
the Cape Winelands.  Also sighted were a group of 20 
White-faced Ducks, somewhat out of their range near 
Elim (Western Cape).  In the Northern Cape and rather 
far off their usual range, a Chestnut -backed Sparrowlark, 
Monotonous Lark and Purple Roller were seen.  These 
are usually Highveld grassland or bushveld species.  A 
Greater Flamingo was spotted near East London (Eastern 
Cape), about 300 km outside its usual range near the 
city of Port Elizabeth.  Burchellsô Coursers arrived 
between the towns of Montelino and Hofmeyr - the bird 
has not been seen in this vicinity for years.  In KwaZulu -

Natal, a Eurasian Honey Buzzard flew into Balito north of 
the city of Durban while Palm-nut Vultures were 
discovered at both Palmiet Nature Reserve and Cowieôs 
Hill.  In Limpopo, Nylsvley Nature Reserve revealed a 
rare Bat Hawk along with a Striped Crake.   

Rory Lines - another bid to save seabirds affected 

by longline fishing  
 
Since 2006, the Albatross Task Force (ATF) has helped 
selected fisheries in South Africa achieve remarkable 
reductions in seabird bycatch levels.  New mitigation 
technologies and improvements on current conservation 
methods are always being sought. 
 
In 2009, a local hake trawler skipper named Roy built, 
tested and demonstrated a new mitigation device he 
designed himself.  The device, named a Rory line, is very 
similar to the tori line currently being used.  The Rory 
line is a beam mounted at right angles to the side of the 
trawler with 10 bright yellow streamers (made from non -
toxic materials) that hang down to the sea surface.  
Seabirds are attracted to fish offal discarded by the 
vessel, which exits the scuppers on the side of the boat.  
Because the boat is moving, this creates a ñstreamò of 
offal and scavenging birds.  If the birds drift back and 
into the line of the trawl warp cables, they may be pulled 
underwater and drown.  The streamers scare off the 
birds before they can get wrapped in the warps.  
 
The Rory line is undergoing experimental tests currently; 

letôs hope the results are successful! 
 
Source:  BirdLife SA - April 2010 Newsletter White-faced Ducks - seen somewhat out of their usual 

range in the Northern Cape Province. 



 5 

WHY I WHY I 
LOVE LOVE   

BIRDING BIRDING   
Guest editorial by our photographer  

Jock Tame 

GUEST EDITORIAL  

From the age of five, I dreamed about being able to fly.  
As a schoolboy, I bred budgies.  During my teenage 
years, my uncle and I found a juvenile Giant Eagle Owl 
on the hills south of Johannesburg, which had an injured 
wing and was unable to fly.  We took care of the bird 
until it could fly again.  Once the bird was freed, he 
remained in our neighbourhood for many years.  
 
When I was 19, a friend invited me to join him learning 
how to hang-glide.  I accepted immediately.  We were 
taught by some of the flying sports pioneers in South 
Africa at the time.  On my first day, I damaged two hang
-gliders; I acquired a following of people who used to 
come to watch my rather spectacular mishaps.  I 
received minor wounds often but somehow avoided 
serious injury.  Eventually, I got the ñhangò of it and was 
delighted when I could fly like a bird.  What a fledgling 
takes two days to learn took us two years.  Eventually, I 

mastered the art of using thermals to reach great 
heights.  I was astounded by the feeling of 
disassociation; all oneôs earthly concerns disappeared 
and were replaced with a feeling of utter freedom.  Two 
years later, I stopped flying as I had married and was 
starting a family.  A few close friends lost their lives 
attempting to fly like birds.  (Hang -gliding did eventually 
become a safe sport and is today as safe as any other 
air sport.)  
 
Ten years later, I started learning to paraglide when 
living on South Africaôs Garden Route.  Once I had 
improved my flying skills, I found it incredible that I 
could take off from a high spot, fly for an hour and land 
on the exact place where I took off.  This is surely the 
closest man comes to being a bird!  For the next 12 
years, I flew paragliders all over South Africa.  I flew in 
thermals with Verreaux (Black) Eagles at the Valley of 
Desolation near the town of Graaff-Reinett in the Little 
Karoo.  I shared a thermal with some 30 White Storks at 
Uplands near Plettenberg Bay.  I was attacked by an 
African Fish Eagle while flying through its territory near 
Knysna.  I flew over mountain ranges, flying so high that 
the peaks appeared flat.  At long last, I could share the 

expanse of open skies with my avian friends and use the 
same flying techniques as they did - relying solely on air 
currents and aerodynamics. 

I then met Bronwyn Howard, the editor and compiler of 
this e-zine.  She invited me to join her on a birding 
outing, suggesting that I photograph the birds, as I was 
already a keen photographer.  I was a bit hesitant as I 
was not keen to be branded a ñbirderò.  To me, at that 
time, birdwatchers were retired old people with nothing 
better to do!  I realized after that outing just how wrong 
my perception was.  I became excited when I saw 
spectacular birds I had not known existed.  I felt an 
adrenalin rush when trying to get that perfect shot.  I 
was hooked.  Acquaintances and some of my friends 
claim that they will never become birders as they feel it 
would be boring.  Little do they know.  
 
Why do I feel an overwhelming passion for birds while 
flying with them or photographing them?  They live in 
harmony with nature and do not rape the planet.  Bird 
diversity and populations are an indicator of the health 

of a specific environment or macro-environment; they 
are ambassadors of sound environmental management 
systems.  If an ecosystem is being rehabilitated, the 
increase in bird species and numbers will indicate the 
degree of success.  A habitat devoid of birds and 
biodiversity indicates an environment where man may 
exist but cannot live.  Our instinct to connect with nature 
will be absent and an important part of our spiritual 
connection with our surroundings will be missing.  
Associating with wild birds creates an awareness of 
nature and ecology.  Birding is not simply about ticking 
off the birds one sees; it is about experiencing the 
environment where specific birds are found and learning 
about the ecological systems that have formed these 
habitats, as well as their environmental status and value.  
In this way we have a greater awareness of 
environmental degredation and can be proactive by 
lobbying for conservation reform.   
 
I will photograph birds until the end of my life; in this 
way I can be aware of the status of habitats and play a 
small role in immortalizing many birds that will only be 
commonly seen on Red Data Lists if current trends 
continue.  This is my way of giving back to the birds 

what they have given me throughout my life.  Now I 
know why angels have wings. 
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ECOLOGY 

White-backed Vultures (left), photographed in the Kruger National Park and Marabou Stork (right).  Both form part of 
the birds known as ñscavenger birdsò, which perform the vital function of ridding the veld of rotting animal corpses.   

SCAVENGER BIRDS - UGLY BUT VITAL 
Letôs face it, vultures (while they may appear majestic 
when soaring through the skies), Marabou Storks and 
other carrion-eaters are anything but beautiful close-up.  
They usually have bald heads - which prevent them from 
getting infested with maggots and parasites that may be 
present inside the carcasses on which they feed - heavy 
bills and dull plumage.  They feed on maggoty, rotting 
carcasses.  In so doing, they perform a vital function, 
ridding the countryside of rotting animal corpses.  
 
Almost all vultures - and Marabou Storks - are scavenger 
birds.  These recycle carcasses in nature, lead other 
scavengers to dead animals, maintain energy flows 
higher in food webs and limit the spread of disease and 
of undesirable mammalian scavengers.  Vultures are the 

only known obligate vertebrate scavengers and in many 
ecosystems are the main meat-eaters owing to their 
efficiency in finding and consuming dead animals.  They  
have an incredible ability to resist and possibly detoxify 
bacterial toxins found in rotting flesh.  The extremely 
acidic secretions of the vulture stomach can kill all but 
the most resistant spores, significantly reducing bacterial 
sources of infection from consumed carcasses.   
 
Scavengers provide one of the most important yet under
-rated and little studied ecosystem services of any avian 
group.  Although it is possible to frequently find vultures 
hovering around the edges of lion kills, the bulk of 
vulture food in fact comes from mortalities such as old 
age, diseased or broken-limbed animals and stillborn 
young.   
 
Southern Africa has nine species locally, although the 
Ruppellôs Vulture is an East African vagrant.  The Cape 
Vulture is near-endemic; its closest relatives are the 
Egyptian, Palm-nut and Bearded Vultures.  While  

primarily grouped as scavengers, some are capable of 
hunting. 
 
Vultures in particular have several adaptations to 
facilitate their scavenger lifestyles.  All except the 
Bearded and Palm-nut Vultures (the latter feeds 
primarily on fruit) have heads covered only with a light 
down-like plumage or bare skin which is easy to wash 
after delving around in carcasses.  The feet in five of the 
nine species are not adapted to grasping or hunting.  
Eyesight is superb for prey detection; vultures are known 
to be able to spot prey when soaring around 100 km 
above the earth!  (New World species found in the US 
rely primarily on smell to detect prey.)  Vultures also 
respond to predator calls and other raptors settling 

around food sources. 
 
The bill is generally hooked - for ripping and picking 
through carcasses or scraps.  The habits at food sources 
are determined by what food is available.  There are 
slight variations in size and shape of the bill between 
species, adapted to different parts of the carcass and 
also depending on whether the species favours 
scavenging or kleptoparatism (stealing food from other 
birds).  Some vultures are kleptoparasitised by the 
Marabou Stork at carcasses.  Smaller species such as the 
Egyptian and Hooded Vulture are active earlier in the 
day, possibly to avoid overt competition when getting to 
limited food supplies.  They take meat away to eat 
undisturbed. 
 
Most species are, to a certain extent, gregarious at 
carcasses.  The Bearded Vulture is the only species able 
to eat large bone pieces (facilitated by a very wide 
gape), which are smashed into manageable pieces on 
ñanvil rocksò known as ossuries.  (The bird flies up to a  


