Bird-friendly burning & grazing
best-practice for grasslands

GRAZING

BURNING

Achieving bird conservation and economic grazing objectives together in South Africa’s grasslands
Management recommendations

Bird-related reasons

Avoid annual burning other than
in fire breaks.

The fire season overlaps with the territory-forming stage of the breeding cycle for many grasslandbreeding birds. Annual burning may result in insufficient food availability and inadequate cover for
nesting by increasing exposure and detection by predators. Annually burnt fire-breaks provide
sufficient habitat for birds that prefer open, short-grass habitat.

Avoid burning too late or too early.

Repeatedly burning long after the growing season has started may negatively impact nesting birds (eggs),
nestlings or juvenile birds in spring-summer. Repeatedly burning more than just fire breaks too early in
the season, i.e. in autumn, may result in insufficient cover and food for birds to survive the winter.

Burn less than half of any
management area in one year.

Many grassland birds need sufficient unburnt cover and foraging habitat to persist in an area.

Burn at least every four years.

Nesting birds can no longer use moribund grasslands as they are literally inaccessible.

Avoid repeatedly burning
extremely large camps.

Animals that can’t survive fire need to be able to return to burnt areas from neighbouring unburnt
populations. If the burnt area is always too large and not burnt patchily, localised extinction may occur.

Prevent prolonged over-grazing.

This may lead to a loss of vigour in the sward, altered species composition and veld degradation, and a
resultant change or decrease in bird diversity.

Avoid selective-grazing by concentrate
grazers (sheep and Blesbok).

This may decrease flowering plants and insects. To avoid selective-grazing, cattle to sheep ratios should be
maximised, where possible in a cattle to sheep ratio of 1:1 or higher. This recommendation urges reduction
in sheep numbers rather than inflation of cattle numbers.

Minimise intensive late-season grazing.

Ground-nesting birds could be negatively impacted through trampling or by increasing predator
detection of nests.

Avoid grazing new growth immediately
after a burn every year.

This can cause soil erosion, loss of nutrients, and loss of the leaf-litter in which many insects live, thereby
decreasing prey availability to grassland birds.

THESE ARE GENERAL GUIDELINES. ANY MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS MUST TAKE VELD CONDITION INTO CONSIDERATION.
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Botha’s Lark

Rudd’s Lark

Botha’s Lark prefers heavily grazed
and/or recently burnt areas. Rudd’s
Lark favours short, dense grassland
on hilltops and ridges, tolerating
heavy winter grazing.

Yellow-breasted
Pipit

Red-winged
Francolin

Some grassland specialists prefer
intact grassland, and cannot
tolerate intensive grazing or
frequent burning.

Denham’s Bustard

Secretarybird

Many big birds are generalists,
requiring large areas of habitat.
Maintaining habitat connectivity is
important, and must be managed at
both a farm and landscape scale.

Amur Falcon

Insectivorous raptors are
reliant on healthy insect
populations, which change
in response to management
practices.

Avoid applying the same kind of fire, at the same time of year, every year. Some birds prefer recently-grazed while others prefer intact grassland.

• Wetlands should not be
burnt annually.
• Avoid burning the entire wetland
in a single fire.
• Avoid heavy winter grazing.
• Trampling should be minimised.
• Many birds use wetlands
seasonally for nesting.
• Summer migrants use wetlands
as roost sites.

Wattled Crane

Grey Crowned Crane

African Grass Owl

Many birds use wetlands seasonally for nesting.

Zonation is vital to allow different intensities of fire and grazing to be applied to different areas.
• Rocky outcrops, riverine edges, other natural fire refugia and hotspots of diversity should be protected,
because this is where the highest levels of plant diversity are often found.
• These areas should be zoned to conserve grassland endemic birds such as Buff-streaked Chat,
Drakensberg Prinia, Drakensberg Rockjumper and Drakensberg Siskin.

White-winged Flufftail
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MANAGE FOR VARIABILITY
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Summer migrants use
wetlands as roost sites.

Drakensberg Prinia
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