
A
t 6.56pm on Sun-
day, Embraer left 
Gauteng’s eastern 
suburbs and flew 

through the night.
By 6.24am, the grey-

headed gull had arrived at  
iSimangaliso Wetland park in 
KwaZulu-Natal. 

“This is huge in terms of  
confirming that grey-headed 
gulls are likely to be coastal 
migrants,” enthuses Dr Mel-
issa Whitecross, a research 
and administration assist-
ant in the terrestrial birds 
conservation programme at 
BirdLife South Africa.

These results are thanks 
to a landmark new tracking 
study to monitor the little-
known movements of  grey-
headed gulls around OR 
Tambo International Airport 
to prevent costly bird strikes.

BirdLife SA says the spe-
cies congregate around the 
airfield in large numbers in 
winter, while breeding on the 
surrounding pans and wet-
lands alongside the airport, 
but little is known about their 
movements in summer.

“There’s been some evi-
dence that they do move to 
the coast in summer but no 
one could have predicted that 
they would move in one shot. 

“We’re very excited to see 
where our two males, who 
are still hanging around OR 
Tambo, end up in the coming 
weeks,” says Whitecross.

The project is being run 
by BirdLife South Africa, the 
Airports Company SA and 
Albert Froneman Consulting.

Three grey-headed gulls, 
fittingly named Boeing, 
Antonov and Embraer, were 
captured and fitted with light-
weight, solar charged, track-

ing units to provide 15-minute 
point locations throughout 
the day. 

Bird strikes cost the avi-

ation industry millions of  
rand every year from dir-
ect damage to aircraft and 
indirectly from delays caused 

by aircraft downtime, says 
Melissa Hofmann, a senior 
bird and wildlife officer at OR 
Tambo International Airport, 

who manages the bird strike 
avoidance programme. 

“You’re looking at engine 
replacement, which costs 

millions of  rands,” says 
Hofmann. “Then there’s the 
delays related to it because 
you have to put people on 

other aircraft, operational 
consequence of  delays.”

BirdLife SA says OR Tambo 
has a world-class wildlife  

hazard management pro-
gramme that works to miti-
gate the impacts that birds 
and other wildlife pose to 
arriving and departing air-
craft. 

“Over the past 17 years, 
bird collision data has indi-
cated that grey-headed gulls 
are a high risk species at the 
airport,” it says.

As the grey-headed gulls 
often congregate in large 
numbers near the periphery 
and occasionally venture onto 
the airfield, it’s particularly 
hard to mitigate the risks 
they pose as potential bird 
strike victims.

“Little is known about 
the large-scale movements 
of  grey-headed gulls at both 
a local and a seasonal scale, 
thus limiting the development 
of  effective bird strike mitiga-
tion strategies.

Boeing, Antonov and 
Embraer have been released 
with their trackers since 
August 23, says Whitecross. 

“At the moment, we’re 
monitoring their movements 
and looking at how they use 
the areas around the airport. 
We’re trying to figure out any 
areas where there’s a par-
ticular high risk for collision 
with aircraft and crossing 
runways. 

“Hopefully, this is the start 
of  a bigger project. 

This is the first project 
of  its kind on grey-headed 
gulls. If  we get good data 
on these birds, next season  
we’ll hopefully get more 
trackers and be able to deploy 
more birds.”

Grey-headed gulls are 
opportunistic, she says. 

“If  there’s another bird 
strike, they’ll come in and 
feed on that bird and that in 
turn, can aggravate the safety 
concerns with bird strikes.” 

The birds are also partial 
migrants. 

“No one knows for sure 
where these birds are going 
to in the summer months,” 
says Whitecross.

Once a better under-
standing of  the grey-headed 
gull movements has been 
established, a targeted 
management strategy will  
be developed and imple-
mented to reduce the risk  
that these birds pose to air-
craft at OR Tambo Inter-
national Airport.

Maps of  the tracked birds’ 
movements will soon be avail-
able on the BirdLife South 
Africa website.
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Keeping track of 
feathered flyers 
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the industry 
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A flock of grey-headed gulls flushes as members of the capture team approach the 
capture nets.

Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson, of BirdLife South Africa, and Gail Schaum, help Craig 
Natrass attach the tracker and body harness to one of the grey-headed gulls.

Melissa Hofmann, a senior wildlife officer at OR Tambo International Airport, releases one of the grey-headed gulls near the airport after the tracking device had been attached.
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Municipalities scared solar energy will burn into revenue streams

THE GOVERNMENT won’t 
encourage households to gen-
erate their own power because 
municipalities make a lot of  
money from electricity tariffs. 

“If  customers left the grid 
it would reduce income for the 
utility and cash-strapped muni-
cipalities.”

This is contained in a new 
report called Powering Cities in 
the Global South: How Energy 
Access for All Benefits the 
Economy and the Environment.

The report was released this 
week by the World Resources 
Institute (WRI).

In its study, the Washington 
think-tank urges policymakers 
to consider how an increase in 
solar photovoltaic (PV) projects 
would impact utility tariffs. 

“The introduction of  new 
technologies and required 
infrastructure will raise new 
cost concerns, and the advent of  
self-generation could threaten 
utilities with the loss of  con-
sumers.” 

As with its South African 
example, it cites how in India 
utilities are starting to come 

under financial pressure as 
they lose their higher-paying 
customers to distributed renew-
able energy.

“Such was the case in the 
southern state of  Tamil Nadu, 
where utility revenue loss 
attributed to consumers pur-
chasing renewables outside 
their utility accounted for 35% 
of  the utility’s total revenue 
gap.”

Regulators and policy-
makers now need to rethink 
how electricity costs and tar-
iffs are determined, the WRI 
advises.

“Properly valuing and dis-
tributing system costs and 
benefits among customers will 
become increasingly important. 
The valuation of  these costs 
and benefits is also important 
to ensure increased electricity 
access and maintain affordable 
prices.”

The WRI report finds that 
most poor households in 
developing nations fork out as 
much as 22% of  their income 
on energy – households are 
deemed energy poor if  they 
spend 10% or more on electri-
city or fuel.

But distributed renewable 
energy, such as solar PV, can 
address the urgent need to 
provide electricity access and 
offers additional benefit when 
compared to traditional grid 
connection. 

“While other distributed 
renewable energy solutions 
exist, solar PV systems have 

greater overall potential in 
urban areas than technologies 
such as wind power. 

“Solar PV is still an option 
even where individuals do not 
have adequate rooftop space, 
and community-owned, com-
munity-shared solar systems 
are a promising model in such 
cases. Solar PV (both on-grid 

and off-grid) can offer afford-
ability, reliability, and produc-
tivity benefits to the under-
served.” 

The authors recommend 
that solar PV panels should be 
made accessible to low-income 
households through micro-fi-
nance institutions, utilities, 
banks or through leasing 

options and pay-as-you-go pro-
grammes.

The report highlights how 
in 2015 the City of  Cape Town 
introduced a net-metering 
scheme that allows for the sale 
of  surplus energy from renew-
able energy installations into 
the municipal grid system. 

“By 2050 it’s projected that 
two-thirds of  the world’s popu-
lation will live in urban areas, 
with a net urban population 
increase of  2.4 billion people 
from 2015, mostly in Africa and 
Asia.”

Cities that are already 
struggling to provide clean, 
affordable, and reliable energy 
for their residents will find it 
hard to keep up with the pace 
and scale of  growth. 

“Without much-needed 
changes in approach, the urban 
‘under-served’ population, 
those who lack access to core 
services, in cities in rapidly 
growing parts of  the global 
South will expand. 

“This challenge presents an 
unprecedented opportunity to 
create a different kind of  city: 
one that is more equal, where 
everyone has access to core ser-

vices, and where all residents 
can live, work, and thrive.”

Energy is fundamental to 
economic productivity and 
livelihoods – and cities have a 
major role to play in how it is 
provided and consumed.

“Cities in the global South 
face three fundamental energy 
challenges: the urgent need to 
increase access to clean, afford-
able, and reliable energy; how 
to meet increasing electricity 
demand while addressing 
inadequate supply and system 
inefficiencies; and the impera-
tive to chart a new development 
model that slows the growth 
of  carbon emissions and is not 
fossil fuel-intensive.”

The report notes how cities 
in much of  the global South 
(India, South Asia, South-
east Asia, sub-Saharan Africa 
and Latin America) are fairly 
low-carbon, except for South 
Africa, India, China, and Indo-
nesia. 

Solutions exist that can both 
address the energy access needs 
of  the urban under-served and 
provide economic and environ-
mental benefits to the whole 
city. City officials can do three 

things to address the needs of  
the urban under-served and 
provide economic and environ-
mental benefits to the whole 
city. 

This includes accelerating 
the shift to cleaner cooking 
fuels, installing more “distrib-
uted” energy sources from 
renewable energy, especially 
solar panels, and bringing in 
energy-efficiency building 
codes, which must be enforced. 

“Over time the development 
and enforcement of  energy 
efficiency building codes and 
energy-efficient appliance stan-
dards can bring both direct and 
indirect benefits to the under-
served.” 

More energy-efficient 
structures and appliances will 
provide benefits from reduced 
energy bills, improved eco-
nomic productivity, comfort, 
health and climate-change 
resilience to heatwaves.

Similarly, the use of  modern 
cooking fuels, such as liquefied 
petroleum gas, electricity, bio-
gas, and ethanol, “would result 
in dramatic reductions in 
indoor air pollution and health 
benefits for the urban poor..
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Renewable energy sources will alleviate the financial burden brought about by expensive 
electricity tariffs charged by municipalities.  PICTURE: BHEKKHAYA MABASO

A grey-headed gull.

Maps of the gulls’ movements between August 23 and 
September 5


