
 

BIRDS AND OUR FUTURE 

 

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

more important.  

A human population of nearly eight billion people has almost been brought to its knees by a 

microscopic virus, an invisible nemesis with its origins rooted in a fundamental disconnect 

between people and the environment. In many ways, COVID-19 is symptomatic of a much 

bigger, systemic disaster, with potential consequences too dire to contemplate. To quote 

BirdLife South Africa’s CEO Mark D. Anderson, “The decisions we make and the steps we take 

as humanity in the next few months and years are all-important and will determine our 

prospects for survival into the future...”. 

COVID-19 has caused untold chaos and misery and exposed the fragility and artifice of our 

present way of life as never before. But in doing so, it has forced us to stop, presenting a 

golden opportunity for us to contemplate our predicament and plot a new, better way 

forward. Says Anderson “We may be a localised, bird-centric conservation organisation, but 

with the help and support of donors, and in collaboration with BirdLife International, other 

conservation NGOs, and various government agencies, we believe we can contribute to 

solving some of the big-picture issues. In fact, in many ways, we already are...”. 

BirdLife South Africa’s primary function is to design and implement national research and 

conservation programmes, bringing science to bear in identifying core areas of habitat and 

resilient ecosystems, and in addressing the key factors threatening the birdlife of the region. 

Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson, BirdLife South Africa’s Head of Conservation, says, “We have 

considerable expertise at our disposal and the capacity to influence environmental decision-

making within South Africa and more broadly across the region.”.  

The NGO’s current portfolio of conservation programmes addresses many important aspects 

of the interplay between birds, their habitats, and the people that live in them. A recent 

investigation into the value of vultures as scavengers in rural ecosystems is a case in point. 

Vulture populations have been decimated across the region (and indeed around the world) 

and the service they provide as scavengers is being lost. The result is that large wild and 

domestic mammal carcasses are increasingly being left in the veld to rot, each one a lingering 

source of infection and illness – potentially bad news for the health of people and wildlife. “By 

conserving our vultures and reviewing the role they play in limiting the spread of disease, 

BirdLife South Africa’s work speaks directly to the most topical human welfare issue on the 

planet right now.”, says Linda van den Heever, BirdLife South Africa’s Vulture Project 

Manager. 



Another pressing social issue is food security, with the sea being an important source of 

nutrition for many of the world’s people. BirdLife South Africa closely monitors seabird 

populations (including threatened Benguela endemic species such as African Penguin, Cape 

Cormorant and Cape Gannet) around the coast of southern Africa. “Most of our targeted 

Benguela seabird species are reliable indicators of the distribution and condition of 

ecologically critical fish stocks.”, says Dr Alistair McInnes, Manager of BirdLife South Africa’s 

Seabird Conservation Programme. “By closely following the fortunes of these seabird 

populations, we are able to advise governments on where and how to set sustainable catch 

limits for commercial fishing operations, to the long-term benefit of both people and birds.”.  

These are just some examples of BirdLife South Africa’s contribution to a brighter future for 

birds and people in our remarkable corner of the world. Staff also advise government on how 

to limit the impacts of wind farms on birds, thereby facilitating the roll-out of truly clean, 

renewable energy sources and reducing our dependence on fossil fuels that contaminate the 

air we breathe and water we drink. They also monitor and manage the country’s most 

important estuaries, maintaining these as nursery areas for critical fisheries, with implications 

for upstream conditions and the quality of human water supplies. In addition, by striving to 

conserve threatened highveld grasslands and lobbying against unsustainable mining, forestry 

and agricultural practices in these areas, BirdLife South Africa is working to secure some of 

the country’s most critically important Strategic Water Source Areas.   

In all that they do, the staff at BirdLife South Africa remain mindful of our country’s political 

past and of the present-day inequalities that distort our society. It is an equal opportunity 

employer, and through its education, tourism and outreach initiatives, it strives to generate 

jobs and build useful capacity as inclusively as possible. As CEO Mark D. Anderson asserts “We 

are determined to instil the imperatives of environmental awareness and conservation in the 

hearts of as many South Africans as we can.”. 

The spectre of COVID-19 has exposed some glaring flaws in the human condition, but society’s 

response to it has shown that we are capable of slowing the juggernaut of progress, and of 

making rapid and sweeping changes to our way of life. The speed and scale of these changes, 

stacked against monumental odds and achieved at tremendous cost, tells us that further 

reinvention is possible. Surely, with the right incentive, we can restructure and realign 

ourselves to live with and through nature rather than pitting ourselves against it? All that’s 

required is the realisation that this is the one and only way of the future.  

Says Anderson: “Throughout human history birds have been symbolic of freedom, renewal 

and hope. At BirdLife South Africa we are dedicated to keeping that hope alive.”.   


