
‘Here today, gone tomorrow.’ 
In this instance I’m refer-
ring not to the extinction 

risk facing so many birds, but rather 
to their habits. Together with fish and 
whales, birds are the most seasoned 
travellers of earth’s animals. Birds fly 
thousands of kilometres along very 
specific migration routes (or flyways) 
between the northern and southern 
hemispheres; that between Europe, 
Asia and Africa is known as the  
African–Eurasian flyway. These migra-
tions, whether they are impressively 
far or simply local within southern 
Africa, are driven by the same forces – 
the birds’ needs to locate food, water, 
warm weather and roosting or breed-
ing grounds.

In order to fulfil birds’ requirements, 
there must be a suitable complex of 
sites, locally and globally, where the 
various necessary elements can be 
obtained at some point during the 
year. As conservationists, to facilitate 
the survival of bird species it is our 
obligation to ensure that patchworks 
of sites exist to furnish those needs, 
and not to rely on single sites.

In this regard, Aristotle’s saying  
‘the whole is greater than the sum  
of its parts’ could not be more true 
for the network of Important Bird  
Areas (IBAs). As with bird migration, 
the global IBA network is a trans-
boundary and transcontinental 
initiative. Approximately 121 BirdLife 
country partners share the responsi-
bility to conserve the more than  
12 000 global IBAs. Each BirdLife 
country partner in turn establishes  
a local group of committed stake-
holders who work together to secure 
their suite of IBAs.

Many of South Africa’s IBAs are 
the final destination on a migra-
tory bird’s journey. Because most 
migrants disperse once they arrive 
in South Africa, there are not neces-
sarily well-defined flyways in this 
country. The birds travel extensively 
between the 122 IBAs and, although 
the reasons for their local or nomadic 
movements are not well understood, 
they are often driven by food avail-
ability and weather events. Those 
birds which undertake local move-
ments include wetland species that 

utilise systems of both perennial and 
ephemeral waterbodies, and forest 
species that travel between frag-
mented mosaics of forest patches. 
For example, the Spotted Ground 
Thrush is a local altitudinal and sea-
sonal migrant that moves along the 
east coast and between inland and 
coastal forests, while vultures move 
hundreds of kilometres between 
their feeding, roosting and breed-
ing sites. It is particularly difficult to 
design a network of IBAs to accom-
modate birds which roam so widely.

I trust you will enjoy reading the 
articles in this winter issue of the IBA 
newsletter. They demonstrate just 
how important the network is for so 
many bird species.
Daniel Marnewick

Manager: important Bird areas and regional 

conservation Programme, Birdlife South 

africa, iba@birdlife.org.za

IBA NEWSLETTER

wInTEr 2013

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT: Daniel Marnewick on (011) 789 1122,  
e-mail iba@birdlife.org.za or visit www.birdlife.org.za/conservation/iba/contacts  

Postal address: PO Box 515, Randburg 2125. 

EdIToRIAL

Editorial,  page 1

IBA Programme update,  page 2

white-winged Flufftail,  page 3

Cape Parrot conservation,  page 4

The Lesser Flamingo safety net,  page 5 

Fynbos endemic birds, page 6

new IBA for Cape Vultures,  page 7

Blue Swallows in KwaZulu-natal,  page 8

How you can help, page 9

Our sponsors,  page 9

Welcome to BirdLife South Africa’s Winter 2013 Important  
Bird Areas newsletter. We send out two issues a year filled with 
stories, updates and everything else you need to know about  
conserving the most important sites in South Africa for our birds.

IN THIS ISSUE

iBa newSleTTer 3

white-winged flufftail  warwick tarboton



iBa newSleTTer 3 wInTEr 2013 • 2

it is amazing to think that in 2010 
there were two IBA staff members 
at BirdLife South Africa. This small 

team was daunted by all the impor-
tant IBA work which needed to be 
done. now, three and a half years  
later, a team of seven conserva-
tionists is moving this programme 
forward in leaps and bounds.  

In two years the team has assessed 
40 per cent of the IBA network, and 
this will culminate in the first IBA 
Status report for South Africa being 
published later this year. The assess-
ments have also led to the revision 
of a number of IBA boundaries. The 
Grasslands Biosphere reserve IBA 
(SA020) has been modified, resulting 
in the amalgamation of three IBAs 
into the Grasslands IBA (SA125). In 
this newsletter, an exciting new IBA 
is being announced for the Eastern 
Cape, constituting an important 
network of sites that will protect the 
Cape Vulture’s feeding, roosting and 
breeding sites. 

Unfortunately, we have had to de-
list the Middle Vaal river IBA (SA038) 
as the IBA trigger species (the white-
backed night Heron) no longer oc-
curs there and there is no chance of 
rehabilitating the habitat. Although 
a number of other IBAs are verg-
ing on being delisted, we feel that 
further bird monitoring is required 
to confirm the presence or absence 
of several species. For others, there 
is perhaps still a chance to rehabili-
tate the habitat in the hope that the 
trigger species return. So at present, 
the South African network consists of 
122 IBAs (www.birdlife.org.za/conser-
vation/iba/iba-directory). 

All of the above information is 
now available to the public on our 
IBA webpages. These include the IBA 
map, the latest downloadable IBA 
shape files and Google Earth maps, 
and all IBA assessments have now 
been used to update the IBA direc-
tory pages. we encourage you to ex-
plore our online IBA Directory (www.
birdlife.org.za/conservation/iba).

Some of the most encouraging work 
the IBA team has conducted in recent 
months includes the partnerships we 
have been developing among nGOs, 
government departments and bird 
clubs, which has resulted in ground-
breaking work taking place at site 
level. BirdLife’s regional conservation 
managers are opposing unsustain-
able developments, they are creating 
awareness about the IBAs among local 
stakeholders and, most importantly, 
they are securing IBAs through formal 
protection. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

we are well on the way to declaring 
100 000 hectares, in IBAs, as formally 
protected by the end of 2013. The 
sustainability of these activities will 
always depend on a local presence, 
which makes the successful piloting 
of Local Conservation Groups in the 
western Cape an exciting prospect. 

Marketing South Africa’s IBAs is a 
priority in 2013 and this has begun 
with the publication of regional IBA 
pamphlets. E-mail iba@birdlife.org.za 
if you would like to receive electronic 
copies.

programme update

IBA pRogRAmmE UpdATE

Team works

	  

The IBA Programme welcomes our newest team mem-
ber, Linda van den Heever, who takes up the position 

of Programme Administrator. 
Johannesburg-born Linda obtained a B.Comm. and 

B.Sc. from rAU before travelling abroad to work in the UK 
and Ireland for two years. Upon her return, she worked in 

software development for four years, before becoming a sales manager at a 
direct marketing company. After 13 years in the corporate environment, she 
decided to steer her life in a new direction and applied for the Programme 
Administrator position at BirdLife South Africa. 

For many years she has pursued her passion for the world’s oceans 
through the sport of diving. Her interest in birds developed during the past 
few years, and she is very happy to finally be in a position to contribute to 
the conservation of our natural world.
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BirdLife South Africa’s choice for 
Bird of the Year 2013 illustrates 
the necessity for a network of 

Important Bird Areas (IBAs) to con-
serve threatened species. 

The white-winged Flufftail Sarothru-
ra ayresi is listed as regionally Critically 
Endangered, with perhaps only 50 
individuals visiting South Africa during 
summer. More worrying is that this 
enigmatic species is known from only 
a handful of sites, with the result that 
the loss of even one site could be cata-
strophic for the species’ survival.

Despite the white-winged Flufftail 
being rarely seen and little known, it 
was well catered for when the original 
IBA network was designed (Barnes, 
1998). Most of the wetland sites in 
South Africa where the species regu-
larly occurs are global IBAs. These wet-
lands span six IBAs: Steenkampsberg 
(SA016), Grassland (SA125), Bedford-
Chatsworth (SA043), Murphy’s rust 
(SA045), Franklin Vlei (SA081) and 
Penny Park (SA083).

It seems the white-winged Flufftail 
needs very specific habitat within large 
wetlands, typically sedge-dominated 
sponges at the headwaters of rivers 

that promote accumulation of peat, at 
altitudes of 1 300–1 900 metres. The 
trouble with this is that much of South 
Africa’s remaining mineral resources 
(especially coal) on the Highveld lie 
beneath wetlands. The white-winged 
Flufftail has become a flagship species 
for our conservation efforts and advo-
cacy in these IBAs. 

BirdLife South Africa’s regional 
Conservation Managers spend much 
time attempting to protect these criti-
cal wetland sites from unsustainable, 
inappropriate developments. In the 
Steenkampsberg IBA, objections to 
a diamond-prospecting application 
were overruled in 2012. If this dia-
mond mine goes ahead, it will destroy 
the northern end of Middelpunt wet-
land – with literally only a farm fence 
between the mine and the portion of 
the wetland favoured by the white-
winged Flufftail.

Habitat loss is the primary hazard to 
this species in both South Africa and 
Ethiopia. white-winged Flufftail habi-
tat in South Africa is threatened by ef-
fluent from mining activities polluting 
wetlands and by various agriculture-
related procedures, for example crop 

farming, afforestation and grazing, and 
developments such as roads, dams 
and buildings.

Our responsibility to conserve this 
flufftail through the IBA Programme 
includes awareness. we often get 
requests from the public wanting to 
see the species, and it is not easy to 
hear their disappointment as the birds 
make erratic appearances, are secre-
tive, and their presence is often only 
detected by flushing. 

without wishing to sound unduly 
pessimistic, we may yet witness the 
extinction of this species because the 
white-winged Flufftail is only a non-
breeding visitor to South Africa. Evi-
dence suggests that during the South 
African winter the birds migrate some 
4 000 kilometres north to wetlands 
near Addis Ababa in Ethiopia. while 
estimated adult numbers appear to 
be slightly higher in Ethiopia, there 
has been a catastrophic decrease in its 
breeding habitat as a result of sedge 
cutting and overgrazing, and the result 
is that the white-winged Flufftail is 
now listed as globally Endangered.

There is hope. Through the South 
African Biodiversity Stewardship Pro-
gramme, we are working to formally 
protect several privately-owned sites. 
These include the proposed Greater 
Lakenvlei Protected Environment to 
secure the Middelpunt wetland and 
surrounding farms, the proposed 
Ingula nature reserve within Eskom’s 
Ingula pumped storage scheme in 
the Bedford-Chatsworth IBA, and the 
proposed Sneeuwberg Protected  
Environment surrounding Memel 
and the Seekoeivlei nature reserve  
(a ramsar site).

The IBA Programme will continue 
doing whatever we can to secure and 
manage the network of sites needed 
to prevent this enigmatic species from 
vanishing forever.
Dr cHarMaine UyS

regional conservation Manager:  

Mpumalanga & Free State, important Bird 

areas Programme, Birdlife South africa,  

charmaine.uys@birdlife.org.za

WHITE-WINgEd FLUFFTAIL

bird of the year 2013

 Bird of the Year 2013 and IBA flagship

  white-winged flufftail  warwick tarboton
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Forests are one of the most im-
portant and biologically diverse 
ecosystems. However, world-

wide, continuing land conversion and 
transformation is posing a serious 
threat to their survival. Forest is the 
smallest of South Africa’s nine biomes, 
and therefore is mostly included in the 
IBA network (Barnes, 1998). The forests 
are, however, patchily distributed and 
so their conservation is difficult to 
implement. Many were extensively 
logged in the past. In general, it is the 
large fragments in the Afromontane 
mistbelt forests that are the core of 
conservation efforts, but saving small-
er fragments is also critical in terms of 
maintaining the landscape’s ecologi-
cal processes. In many instances, the 
habitat surrounding forest patches 
has been transformed from grasslands 
to commercial plantations, and such 
changes have important implications 
for forest fragment connectivity and 
ecological processes.

The Cape Parrot Poicephalus robus-
tus is the only parrot species endemic 
to South Africa. It is also one of the 
country’s most endangered birds, with 
fewer than 1 600 individuals remaining 
in the wild. Factors contributing to the 
parrot’s decline vary in their effects at 
different locations and they include 
the loss or change in the quality of its 
preferred forest habitat; food and nest-
site shortages; illegal poaching for the 
pet trade; disease (especially Psittacine 
Beak and Feather Virus); avian preda-
tors and accelerated climate change. 
Previously the Cape Parrot, a forest 
specialist, had a more extensive distri-
bution, but it is now mainly restricted 
to patches in a mosaic of Afromontane 
southern mistbelt forests. These range 
from Hogsback in the Eastern Cape 
through to the Balgowan and Karkloof 
areas of KwaZulu-natal, with a disjunct 
population in the Magoebaskloof 
region of Limpopo Province. 

Cape Parrots are food nomadics, 
moving between forest patches as 
a result of the irregularity of fruit 

availability. Their preferred foods are 
the fruit kernels of yellowwood trees 
(Afrocarpus/Podocarpus species), which 
are usually only available from June 
to november. Yellowwood trees bear 
fruit intermittently and a population 
of trees synchronises its fruit produc-
tion. These events can be separated by 
long intervals and the parrots cannot 
rely on a particular patch of yellow-
woods fruiting annually. During the 
remainder of the year the birds feed 
on other forest fruits that have ker-
nels, including Harpephyllum caffrum, 
Celtis africana, Olea capensis, Commi-
phora caryaefolia, and the exotic and 
invasive Melia azedarach and Acacia 
mollissima. when forest fruit is scarce, 
the birds undertake foraging trips to 
other forests and/or visit food sources 
beyond forests, such as commercial 
orchards and gardens. These foraging 
movements are often preceded by 
weather events of extreme heat, rain 
or drought. 

Understanding the feeding behav-
iours which drive the parrots’ move-
ments is an essential component of 
their conservation. The occupancy 

of forest patches by Cape Parrots has 
remained largely the same during the 
past 50 years. This suggests that the 
absence of this species in some forest 
patches during certain periods does 
not signify local extinctions, but is 
most likely as a result of the absence of 
food. Illegal logging and/or hunting of 
wildlife in those forests pose additional 
threats to the parrots. 

Movements and seasonal changes 
in the feeding patterns of Cape Parrots 
highlight the importance of conserv-
ing networks of Afromontane indi-
genous forest patches in South Africa. 
The most important IBAs for the Cape 
Parrot are the KwaZulu-natal Mistbelt 
Forests, the Amatole Forest in the 
Eastern Cape and the wolkberg Forest 
Belt in Limpopo. In addition, these 
networks of forest patches are im-
portant for other frugivores that also 
move between the patches depend-
ing on food availability or because of 
seasonal temperature changes.
colleen T. DownS anD lorinDa HarT

School of life Sciences, University of kwaZulu-

natal, P/Bag X01, Scottsville, Pietermaritzburg 

3209, South africa, downs@ukzn.ac.za 

forest birds

JoININg THE doTS
FoR THE CApE pARRoT

cape parrots  rodnick biljon
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flamingos

Two species of flamingos occur 
in South Africa. The smaller but 
more brightly coloured Lesser 

Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor and the 
Greater Flamingo P. roseus are often 
found feeding side by side. Lesser 
Flamingos occur at many IBAs in South 
Africa, as well as at those in neighbour-
ing countries. 

The Lesser Flamingo is listed as glob-
ally near Threatened, mainly because 
there are few sites at which it breeds, 
breeding is infrequent and the global 
population is declining. There are only 
six known breeding sites, which is 
relatively few for a species that prob-
ably numbers more than two million 
individuals. 

Lesser Flamingos depend on specific 
habitats to survive, namely shallow al-
kaline or saline wetlands and salt pans, 
and artificial wetlands which are often 
nutrient rich. They feed on blue-green 
algae and diatoms, and usually gather 
in large flocks to do so. They are con-
gregatory birds, feeding and roosting 
together. Even as chicks, after leaving 
the nest at about six days, they gather 
in large crèches, supervised by several 
adult birds. 

Highly mobile, Lesser Flamingos 
move extensively across southern Af-
rica, mostly at night, between perma-
nent wetlands at the coast and pans 
in the interior. Their travels to and use 
of ephemeral pans in particular is de-
termined by whether these wetlands 
provide suitable feeding conditions. 
The transient nature of these roosting 
and feeding sites means that a net-
work of wetlands is required for the 

birds’ survival and conservation. It is 
therefore important for these critical 
sites to be recognised as IBAs and be 
formally protected as nature reserves 
or national parks. 

The physical characteristics of the 
wetlands that the flamingos frequent 
are determined by the species compo-
sition and abundance of the blue-green 
algae on which the birds feed. They 
seem to be tolerant of highly enriched 
and even polluted water. But as soon as 
algal concentrations become too low, 
the birds move off to other wetlands to 
feed. At times, possibly as a result of a 
deterioration in water quality, the algae 
can become toxic, and this is thought 
to have been the cause of mass die-
offs of Lesser Flamingos in East Africa. 
Besides food supply, other challenges 
at wetlands influence the flamingos’ 
health and movements: they are  
sensitive to disturbance from human 

activities and they are often target ed as 
a source of food by humans and natural 
predators. 

In South Africa, a critical wetland for 
Lesser Flamingos is Kamfers Dam, near 
Kimberley. At times more than 80 000 
Lesser Flamingos frequent this area, 
with numbers being highest when 
conditions in the interior of the country 
are dry. It is also one of only four locali-
ties in Africa where Lesser Flamingos 
have been recorded breeding. Other 
IBAs of importance to the species are 
Orange river Mouth wetlands (SA030) 
in the northern Cape, Chrissie Pans 
(SA019) in Mpumalanga, Lake St Lucia 
(SA058) in KwaZulu-natal, west Coast 
national Park (SA105) and Lower Berg 
river wetlands (SA104) in the western 
Cape. Flamingo Pan at welkom is also a 
significant site and it is under review to 
be declared an IBA. Most of these sites 
are not formally protected.

Considering that a network of 
wetlands is needed to conserve the 
region’s Lesser Flamingos, each IBA is 
important in space and time for the 
health and survival of these beautiful 
birds. Just as there is safety in numbers 
when they live in large flocks, there is 
also safety in numbers by conserving 
as many feeding and breeding sites as 
possible for this species. 
Tania anDerSon

environmental consultant, spothil@gmail.com

gET CoNNECTEd
The Lesser Flamingo safety net

  lesser flamingo  mark d. anderson

  kamfers dam  
mark d. anderson
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fynbos birds

Six bird species are recognised as 
endemic or globally restricted 
to the fynbos biome of the 

western Cape: the Cape Sugarbird, 
Orange-breasted Sunbird, Victorin’s 
warbler, Cape Siskin, Protea Seed-
eater and Cape rockjumper. Currently 
there is a lack of knowledge regard-
ing these species’ population sizes, 
their abundance in different areas and 
their dispersal patterns. However, this 
knowledge gap is being addressed 
through the post-doctoral research 
project of Dr Alan Lee. Dr Lee’s inves-
tigation into the abundance of these 
species is essential for designing the 
conservation measures required for 
their persistence. 

These endemic fynbos birds are 
faced with a number of threats, in 
particular habitat loss as a result of 
alien plant invasion and increasing 
fire frequencies. Added to this is the 
ever-increasing threat of climate 
change. Climate-change models for 
the western Cape predict a hotter 
and drier future for the area. As the 
climate changes, vegetation is often 
the first component to respond and 
research suggests that vegetation 
shifts could occur in both altitude 
and latitude. Vegetation or habitat 
types will thus shift up slopes to 
cooler climates or southwards for the 

same reason. If one considers that 
these habitat types exist on moun-
tains at the southern tip of a conti-
nent, there isn’t really much space to 
move either up or south!

The principal habitat on which the 
six fynbos endemic bird species rely 
exists mostly in the Cape Fold Belt 
Mountains. In the analysis of IBAs 
for southern Africa, Barnes (1998) 
identified all these mountain ranges 
as IBAs because they hosted these 
endemics as well as other threatened 
bird species. 

In order for a suite of species such 
as the fynbos endemics to survive in 
the light of predicted climate change, 
it is essential that they have a large 
network of sites they can move be-
tween, rather than being isolated at a 
single site. This is akin to the meta-
phor of putting all your eggs in one 
basket. If there is only one mountain 
range or IBA where these species 
occur, any drastic changes to this 
environment could ultimately lead 
to their extinction. However, through 
identifying and managing a net-
work of connected sites across the 
landscape, we’re able to provide the 
birds with the opportunity to move 
in response to different factors. Thus, 
if the environment of one mountain 
range were to become more arid, 
the birds could migrate to a nearby 
range which could still provide their 

ideal habitat. This ability to adapt to 
changes in the environment is essen-
tial for all species, and has allowed for 
many species’ long-term persistence 
on this dynamic planet of ours. This is 
also the reason conservation biolo-
gists seek to conserve networks of 
sites which allow species to respond 
in their own ways to changing envi-
ronments.

The six fynbos endemic bird  
species occur in all seven of the  
Cape Fold Mountain IBAs: Anysberg,  
Kouga-Baviaanskloof, Cedarberg, 
Eastern False Bay Mountains, South-
ern Langeberg, Outeniqua and 
Swartberg. These mountain IBAs 
therefore form the network that is 
necessary for the long-term persis-
tence of these birds. Dr Lee’s research 
will assist in identifying the most 
important mountain ranges for the 
fynbos endemics and how best 
to maintain existing connections 
between these patches. By protect-
ing these mountain IBAs through 
reducing the threats to their habitat 
quality and maintaining a network 
of connected sites, we’re better able 
to assist the fynbos endemic species’ 
adaptation to climate change and 
give them the best chance at survival. 
Dale wrigHT

regional conservation Manager: western cape,  

important Bird areas Programme, Birdlife 

South africa, dale.wright@birdlife.org.za

oN A HIgH
The mountain ranges guarding fynbos endemic birds

  
orange-breasted sunbird 
bruce ward-smith

  outeniqua mountains  dale wright
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vulture conservation

The Cape Vulture Gyps coproth-
eres is the only vulture endemic 
to southern Africa and, as the 

species’ core population is found in 
South Africa, the country has an  
obligation to protect it. Currently,  
the global population estimate is  
4 400 breeding pairs and about 8 000 
individuals. They occur in two nodes: 
a northern node with colonies in 
southern Botswana and the Limpopo, 
Gauteng and north west provinces 
of South Africa, and a southern node 
in Lesotho, western KwaZulu-natal 
and the Transkei region of the Eastern 
Cape. Approximately 60 per cent of 
the global population is found in the 
northern node and 30 per cent in the 
southern node. The species is also a 
colonial nester, breeding on inacces-
sible cliff faces in colonies of up to  
800 pairs.

Currently, nine IBAs in South Africa 
support Cape Vulture colonies. Ap-
proximately 3 375 breeding pairs are 
represented in that network, most of 
which occur in the northern parts of 
the country. The southern node is less 
well represented in the IBA network, 

with only 800 pairs distributed among 
colonies in the Eastern Cape, Lesotho 
and KwaZulu-natal. recently, how-
ever, David Allan and co-workers, as 
part of an African Vulture review com-
missioned by BirdLife South Africa 
and sponsored by the royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds, conducted 

surveys in the north-eastern regions 
of the Eastern Cape which revealed 
that this area is more important than 
previously thought. It established that 
approximately 800 pairs and the high-
est density of Cape Vultures in the 
southern node occur there.

with this in mind, a proposal has 
been made for the declaration of a new 
IBA for Cape Vultures in the Eastern 
Cape, with comments invited from a 
number of stakeholders and experts on 
the species. This will be the newest ad-
dition to the IBA network in the past six 
years. we hope that declaring this IBA 
will be the first step in recognising the 
importance of this area for the future 
conservation of the Cape Vulture.
nicHolaS THeron

regional conservation Manager: kwaZulu- 

natal, important Bird areas Programme, Bird-

life South africa, nick.theron@birdlife.org.za

NEW IBA
FoR CApE vULTURE

The species is also a  
colonial nester, breeding on 
inaccessible cliff  faces in  

colonies of  up to 800 pairs

Dungu, one of the vulture 
colonies that will form part 
of the new IBA.

nick theron
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blue swallows

if there is one IBA which epitomises 
the challenges associated with 
preserving a network of sites for 

the benefit of biodiversity it must 
be that of the KwaZulu-natal (KZn) 
Mistbelt Grasslands. This IBA consists 
of about 30 highly fragmented habitat 
patches in the rolling hills of the KZn 
Midlands. Although scattered, these 
patches provide crucial habitat for a 
number of South Africa’s most impor-
tant grassland bird species. 

These unique grasslands are 
endemic to KZn, occur in the mist-
belt (those areas that receive regular 
summer mist) and support a number 
of rare and endangered species, the 
most enigmatic of which is the Blue 
Swallow Hirundo atrocaerulea. Cat-
egorised as Critically Endangered, 
the Blue Swallow is a flagship species 
because the grasslands on which it 
depends for survival need to be in 
a relatively pristine state. Each year 
approximately 30 to 40 pairs of Blue 
Swallow arrive to breed in aardvark 
burrows and the natural sinkholes 
formed by the underground rivers 
characteristic of healthy grasslands. 
They are site faithful and always 
return to the same grassland patches, 
ignoring seemingly suitable grassland 
habitat along the way. Factors such 
as condition, altitude, precipitation, 
mist frequency and temperature 

all seem to be key elements for the 
species to breed successfully. Unfor-
tunately, more than 90 per cent of the 
KZn Mistbelt Grasslands have been 
permanently transformed through 
agriculture and commercial afforesta-
tion, with a consequent decrease in 
Blue Swallow numbers. If any more 
of these grassland patches disappear, 
both the most important population 
of Blue Swallows in South Africa and 
crucial habitat for a host of other spe-
cies are likely to be lost.

Currently, the IBA Programme has 
been working to update the KZn Mist-
belt Grassland IBA, ensuring that the 
most important patches are clearly 
defined and making that information 
available to development consult-
ants, government departments and 
conservationists. This was a big task 
considering the scattered and isolated 
nature of the fragments. During the 
Blue Swallow breeding season of 
2012/2013 almost all of the IBA was 
surveyed, and the exercise culminated 
in a workshop where various experts 
were invited to contribute to updating 
the IBA. As a result boundaries were 
redrawn, sites that are completely 
transformed were removed and the 
species list updated. 

An important decision was made to 
also include those habitat fragments 
where wattled Cranes Bugeranus 

carunculatus breed. This elevates the 
importance of the IBA as it highlights 
the fact that many species rely on 
these patches throughout their lives 
as they move through the landscape. 
At the end of the day we need to en-
sure that a network of suitable habitat 
patches remains where Blue Swallows, 
wattled Cranes and other species can 
continue their lifecycles and interac-
tions within this critical grassland 
matrix.
nicHolaS THeron

regional conservation Manager: kwaZulu- 

natal,  important Bird areas Programme, Bird-

life South africa, nick.theron@birdlife.org.za

BLUE SWALLoWS
KZN mISTBELT gRASSLANdS IBA

and the

A patch of mistbelt grassland 
fragmented by plantations.

nick theron

km
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BirdLife South Africa’s cycling team patron, Phil Liggett, in-
vites you to ride this year’s Momentum 94.7 Cycle Challenge 
in aid of our birds. The ride takes place on 17 november 

2013 in Johannesburg.
Join our ‘Fast & Featherless’ peloton by riding in our cycling shirts, 

becoming a Givengain ‘Activist’ and encouraging your  supporters 
to donate to this worthy cause. 

For more information, e-mail Linda van den Heever on  
linda.vdheever@birdlife.org.za

how you can help

TAKE ACTIoN oN

BirdLife South Africa’s IBA work is supported 
by many generous donors, including:

A BIg THANK YoU

rupert nature Foundation

SAvE THE dATE  

Members of BirdLife South Africa often ask us how they 
can assist with our work. There are many ways, including 
helping us raise funds for our important conservation 

projects. givengain provides a safe and secure platform for you to 
raise funds for causes in which you believe. we have created a page 
that is dedicated to fundraising for BirdLife South Africa. Click on 
http://birdlifesouthafrica.givengain.org and become an ‘Activist’ by 
following the easy steps.

By becoming an ‘Activist’ you can help us ‘give conservation wings!’

gIvENgAIN

pEdAL FoR THE BIRdS

on 23 October 2013 BirdLife South Africa will once 
again host the Save the Birdies Golf Day at the 
royal Johannesburg and Kensington Golf Club. 

The golf day will be a fundraiser in support of South  
Africa’s Important Bird Areas and will give you the opportu-
nity to adopt an important bird conservation site. 

For more information, e-mail Linda van den Heever on 
linda.vdheever@birdlife.org.za

save the birdies

The voice of cycling, Phil 
Liggett, is BirdLife South 
Africa’s cycling patron.

barry tanner


