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BIRD OF THE YEAR 2019
THREATS TO SECRETARYBIRDS

Why?

Several studies have shown a decline in Secretarybirds populations across the region during the past 30 years. In Botswana, the birds have 
declined 78%. Annual aerial surveys in KwaZulu-Natal show a decrease in numbers by more than 50% between 2009 and 2012. The Southern 
African Bird Atlas Project data show a decrease across much of South Africa over the years, even protected areas such as Kruger National Park. 
Habitat loss is the biggest threat with much of Africa’s landscape being transformed through various means.

International & regional Red Data List 
for threatened species status: 
VULNERABLE 

Secretarybirds require open habitat, preferably grassland with less than 10% tree cover. 
They rarely stay in transformed landscapes and will move over great distances to better 
hunting grounds. It was found that 96% of Secretarybirds’ time is spent outside of protected 
areas which makes them vulnerable to threats. Due to their relatively slow reproduction rates 
they also take a long time to recover their numbers quick enough to make up for any losses.

Juvenile Secretarybirds are especially vulnerable because they travel very long distances exposing them to more threats like electrocution 
and collision with powerlines. They are also very inexperienced in flying and hunting and therefore not very good at staying away from danger. 
A ring recovery of a immature bird showed a dispersal distance (when they move away from their parent’s territory to other areas) of at least 
1 537km in less than 4 months. In addition, a recent study by BirdLife South Africa showed that immature birds regularly move more than 
800km from their nest sites, even into other countries

1. Agriculture 
Agriculture, like 
sugarcane and orchard 
farming, is a major 
cause of habitat loss.

2. Urban Sprawl   
Housing and industry sprawling 
into the countryside destroys 
habitat.

3. Carbon Dioxide (CO2)
The increasing atmospheric CO2 
concentration causes more 
trees and shrubs to grow where 
grassland and savannas 
usually occurred across South 
Africa and globally.

4. Fire Supression
Grasslands need fire to prevent bush 
encroachment but commercial farmers stop 
natural fires to prevent damage caused to 
neighbouring farms because they don’t want 
to be liable. 

7. Old Fields
Woody plants grow well in abandoned small 
communal maize fields, outcompeting the 
grass.

6. Afforestation
Commercial plantations 
are planted where 
grassland and savannah 
habitat use to be because 
the soil is perfect for the 
trees to grow.

5. Collision
Birds collide with fences, powerlines, wind 
turbines and motorvehicles. Floaters (young 
adults that have left their parents’ 
territory in search of their own place) are 
especially vulnerable to this because they 
are still learning to fly well and are 
inexperienced in what the threats are.

8. Drowning
Secretarybirds use farm dams 
to drink water and sometimes 
fall in. There is no way for 
the birds to climb out, 
causing them to swim until 
they get tired and drown.

10. Bad Land Practices
Changes in grassland/bushveld habitats 
structure due to fire, and/or a variety of 
land use practices (plowing, mining etc). These 
impacts affect breeding territories (sporadic 
breeding attempts) as well as temporary 
settlement zones for dispersing sub-adult 
birds.

9. Secondary Poisoning 
Rodents and insects that 
have been poisoned are 
poisonous to the birds 
that eat them. 


