
 

BIRDS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

 

It’s mid-2020, the world is in turmoil, and the work of BirdLife South Africa has never been 

more important. 

The coronavirus has grown into a fully-fledged global disaster. As the pandemic has spread 

and intensified, it has brought with it a new world order; our lives will literally never be the 

same again. But as harsh and widespread as the effects of COVID-19 have been, we are 

currently facing a far bigger threat to our survival. Climate change may lack the speed and 

immediacy of the virus, but the reach of this inexorable process is so deeply profound that it 

threatens humanity and all other organisms on the planet with catastrophe. 

“We all know that where living things occur is strongly influenced by climate.”, says BirdLife 

South Africa CEO Mark D. Anderson. “Over our planet’s history, prevailing weather patterns 

have changed before, and life has had to adapt or die. But the speed at which it’s happening 

now, driven by the exhaust of economic development, is outpacing nature’s capacity to adjust. 

Essential systems and processes are collapsing, and we are losing species fast…”. In response 

to this emergency, BirdLife South Africa is rallying to contribute wherever it can, “All of our 

conservation programmes are either directly or effectively concerned with understanding and 

mitigating climate change impacts on birds, other biodiversity, habitats, and ultimately 

people.”.  

BirdLife South Africa’s work that most directly tackles climate change is centred on the 

Highveld grasslands of Mpumalanga, where coal-fired power stations and the mines that fuel 

them are causing systemic environmental damage – destroying or transforming habitat and 

polluting air and water with toxic chemicals. These power stations are a major source of 

carbon emissions into the country’s atmosphere, adding significantly to local greenhouse 

effects. Countering this, BirdLife South Africa’s Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBA) 

Programme identifies and conserves tracts of ecologically functional habitat that still support 

viable communities of threatened and endemic birds. So far, 73 000 hectares of Highveld 

grassland have been protected in this way, with more in the offing. These IBAs are now safe 

from the rapid spread of coal mining, providing vital havens for threatened grassland birds 

and slowing down future production of CO2.    

BirdLife South Africa also provides government with expert oversight of the roll-out of 

renewable energy. Reducing our dependence on coal to provide power to the country is key 

to lowering South Africa’s carbon emissions. Harnessing energy from the wind and the sun is 

an obvious alternative, and at least 92 renewable energy projects have been approved for 

development in the last decade, many of which are already feeding electricity into the national 

grid. The national plan is for renewables to make up 33% of South Africa’s generating capacity 



by 2030, with a simultaneous reduction of coal-fired power from over 75% to 59% of the 

national energy mix. “But renewable energy is not without its environmental drawbacks, and 

wind farms are notorious for their negative impacts on birds.”, says Samantha Ralston-Paton, 

Manager of BirdLife South Africa’s Birds and Renewable Energy Project. “Global experience 

suggests that many already threatened species – vultures, eagles, storks and others – are 

prone to fatal collisions with the blades of wind turbines, sometimes with sufficient frequency 

to destabilise local populations”. BirdLife South Africa plays a vital role in minimising these 

impacts by helping government to establish and enforce the standards of data collection and 

interpretation required to inform environmental authorisations for new developments.   

Remarkably, even as scientists unanimously agree that unprecedented rises in global air and 

sea temperatures and sea levels observed in recent times are the result of unchecked human 

activity, public perception about climate change remains equivocal. Thankfully, BirdLife South 

Africa is in no doubt about the reality and enormity of the looming crisis. By working against 

the continued use of fossil fuels, facilitating the truly sustainable roll-out of renewable 

substitutes, and constantly monitoring bird populations as indicators of environmental 

degradation, the organisation is doing what it can to turn things around. “The global response 

to COVID-19 has shown us that we have the capacity to effect radical, corrective change.”, 

says Anderson. “As we approach climate thresholds from which there is no return, messaging 

from the world’s dwindling bird populations is loud and clear – the time to act is now!”.        


