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C
HASE, the white and brown 
spotted springer spaniel, 
can’t wait to get out of  Ronel 

Steenkamp’s roaring all-terrain 
vehicle to do what he does best: 
hunt birds. 

The ever-eager dog sits upfront 
on a tattered seat cover, almost 
pushing himself  out of  the vehicle 
as Steenkamp, the bird and wildlife 
officer at OR Tambo International, 
cruises the airfield, searching for 
birds, her arms wet from his drool.

Seconds later, Steenkamp spots 
a flock of  African wattled lapwings, 
a high-risk species for bird strikes, 
near the taller grass alongside the 
taxiway. In the distance, an aircraft 
approaches for landing.   

On Steenkamp’s signal, Chase 
hurls himself  out of  the vehicle, 
and immediately gives, well, chase. 
The birds scatter and Steenkamp 
gives him a congratulatory pat on 
the back.

“We don’t give our working dogs 
rewards,” she says. “The reward for 
them is the birds flying away. They 
perceive the dogs as predators and 
tend to stay away longer.”

After a decade spent with OR 
Tambo’s bird strike avoidance 
programme, Steenkamp couldn’t 
imagine doing anything else. “When 
people ask me what I do for a living 
and I tell them my job is to chase 
birds, they think I’m joking. 

“But they’re always amazed by 
what goes on behind the scenes to 
make it safe for planes to depart and 
land at the airport.”

That work involves 12-hour shifts 
with patrols that start at first light 
when there’s peak bird activity.  But 
Steenkamp speaks fondly of  the wis-
ened old airport jackal, the honey 
badgers that have been detected and 
the snakes that call the airport’s 
large open areas home. 

For the unit, theirs is a life-sav-
ing job. Consider that globally, bird 
collisions cost the international avi-
ation industry more than $1 billion 
(R14.2bn) a year – and may pose a 
substantial threat to flight safety in 
severe cases, say experts.  

“You take one strike on the hori-
zontal stabiliser on the tail and it 
could be $20m to have that repaired,” 
points out Albert Froneman, an orni-
thologist who started the bird miti-
gation project with Airports Com-
pany SA (Acsa) and the Endangered 
Wildlife Trust, nearly 20 years ago 

“That’s a direct cost. Then there’s 
the cost of  telling the 150 people on 
the Boeing 737 that ‘you’re not flying 
to Cape Town tonight, my dear, with 
this particular aircraft or airline. 
We’ll fly you tomorrow morning 
when our aircraft from Cape Town 
comes back.’

“You’ll never fly that airline 
again. It’s not the bird’s fault; it’s 
the airline’s fault. Then, there’s the 
indirect cost of  putting all those 
people up, feeding them and the repu-
tational cost. It just mushrooms.” 

That’s one of  the reasons Acsa 
is taking no chances with another 
high-risk species at OR Tambo: grey-
headed gulls. In the past two decades, 
bird collision data has revealed the 
gulls are a potentially hazardous 
species for aircraft.

Last month, together with 
BirdLife SA and Albert Froneman 
Consulting, Acsa gave wing to a 
groundbreaking new tracking pro-
ject to understand the little-known 
local and seasonal movements of  the 
birds that congregate in large flocks 

near the periphery of  the airport, 
and sometimes venture out onto the 
airfield. 

The research team captured 
three birds and fitted them with 
lightweight, solar-charged tracking 
units to provide 15-minute point-lo-
cations. The trio, dubbed Embraer, 
Antonov and Boeing, all named 
after aircraft, are already revealing 
surprising clues: Embraer flew to 
St Lucia within two days of  being 
fitted with the tracking device, while 
Antonov is “enjoying a holiday” in 

Maputo in Mozambique. Boeing has 
flown off  to Vanderbijlpark. 

“We’ll hopefully do more birds 
next year, because it’s interesting 
that the one bird actually didn’t 
move to the coast… It’s a local move-
ment and it’s not a movement for 
all the birds,” says Dr Hanneline 
Smit-Robinson, manager of  BirdLife 
SA’s terrestrial bird conservation 
programme. “One hypothesis is that 
they have to use inland and coastal 
food sources.” 

It’s all new ground, remarks her 

colleague, intern Melissa White-
cross. “We’ll have to wait and see… 
We all sit madly waiting to see if   
our birds have died when we don’t 
see data coming in for a few days 
and start to wonder what’s happened 
to them.”

“Once we know their movements, 
we can draw a line between where 
they breed, feed and are there air-
planes in the way,” says Froneman. 
“The aim of  this research is to say 
where the best place is for the birds.” 

He points out how available habi-

tat for gulls on the East Rand has 
either shrunk or been irrevocably 
transformed in the past 20 years. 

“If  you look at Bonaero Park pan, 
in Boksburg, it has changed from a 
shallow pan that is the ideal habi-
tat for them to roost and breed to a 
deeper pan from all the run-off.  Two 
other pans here are surrounded by 
urban and industrial development. 
They aren’t using the pans like they 
used to. These birds can live between 
15 and 20 years.

 “A lot of  them were raised 

here. One theory is that they will 
come back to a place where they’ve 
hatched, but they will look for a place 
that no longer exists. So, they go to 
the next best place, and that’s where 
the challenge for the airport lies.” 

For Melissa Hoffman, who runs 
the bird strike avoidance pro-
gramme, the key is to understand 
the opportunistic species. 

“With all the development sur-
rounding the area and the apron 
lights, we had an influx of  birds on 
the apron. We had to do mitigation 
control. They are opportunistic feed-
ers and will feed on another dead 
gull when it gets struck by an air-
craft and that’s a risk.

“Previously, we went around to 
all the pans trying to monitor birds, 
to establish their flight patterns. If  
there’s a proposed development of  a 
compost or landfill site, the council 
now consults with Acsa to ask if  
it’s ideal.”  

About 167 bird species have been 
recorded at the airport, but there are 
only 10 or 15 “we really should worry 
about”, which includes black-headed 
herons, lapwings, hadedas and gulls.

In a way, she and her team of  six 
run a school for these airport-roam-
ing birds. “We have helmeted guinea 
fowl which flock here in winter, but 
we haven’t had a strike on them for 
the past year, even though there are 
300 of  them. This is because we’re 
teaching the birds, if  you stay here, 
you’re going to be harassed. Then 
you get the older species which are 
airport-wise. 

“You get the juvenile black-headed 
herons which are silly because they 
don’t understand where to go, but we 
put pressure on them and eventually 
they learn areas to avoid. So, we 
school these birds to move to safer 
areas. If  you stand on the 50m mark 
of  the runway, you’re going to be 
harassed (by the dogs).”

Every month at OR Tambo, there 
are  20 000 air traffic movements. “But 
if  we have eight to 12 bird strikes, it’s 
a lot. And 90% of  those do no damage 
to the aircraft – hardly ever are there 
serious repercussions.”

Froneman says the cost of  the 
mitigation programme is nothing 
“compared with that of  losing lives. 

“That’s what almost happened at 
New York’s LaGuardia Airport with 
the emergency landing on the Hud-
son River (in 2009). It’s well known it 
was a flock of  Canadian geese that 
got ingested by the plane. It could 
happen here – if  that aircraft goes 
down into suburbia because of  a 
bird strike, it’s a disaster. But it’s a 
remote possibility.”  
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