
 

BIRDS AND OUR HEALTH 

 

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

more important.  

The connection between human health and the conservation of birds may at first seem 

tenuous, but as BirdLife South Africa CEO Mark D. Anderson points out, the two are actually 

closely aligned. “Birds are uniquely widespread and conspicuous indicators of ecosystem 

health, and properly functioning ecosystems are fundamental to our own health as individuals 

and as a species.”, says Anderson. 

In some of BirdLife South Africa’s work the human health implications are particularly direct.  

For example, Linda van den Heever, BirdLife South Africa’s Vulture Project Manager, is 

currently collaborating on a review of the ecological value of vultures, and the consequences 

of losing the clean-up services they provide as populations around the world slide inexorably 

towards extinction. One possible outcome is that large animal carcasses that vultures would 

normally consume simply lie rotting where they fall, presenting ideal conditions for the 

cultivation of bacteria and harmful pathogens. Science is yet to quantify and confirm the role 

that vultures play in protecting human health, but this is surely just a matter of time. Says van 

den Heever “Keeping the environment free of decay is a dirty job but a critical one for every 

resident of the planet. Vultures step up and get it done in a way no other animal can match.”.  

Another BirdLife South Africa project that links well with human health is the work the 

organisation does in identifying and protecting ecologically intact and resilient areas of 

highveld grasslands. Dr Melissa Howes-Whitecross, Manager of the organisation’s Landscapes 

Conservation Programme, asserts that “…these efforts are primarily to conserve the birds 

found only in this highly threatened habitat, but they also serve to protect critical catchments 

and the people that live in them from unsustainable and unhealthy power generation 

practices.”. Massive coal-fired power stations concentrated in the coalfields of Mpumalanga 

are fuelled by surface mining operations that are decimating the surrounding grasslands. 

Levels of air and water pollution emanating from both mines and power plants are high, 

effectively denying the people living nearby their basic right to a healthy environment. 

Episodic releases of nitrogen dioxide and hydrogen dioxide and heavy smog into the 

atmosphere are known to significantly increase the incidence of respiratory and related 

diseases in local residents, while acid mine drainage all but sterilises river systems and 

increases the accumulation of heavy metals in downstream fish populations to levels too toxic 

for human consumption. So far, in partnership with various other local conservation NGOs, 

BirdLife South Africa’s Important Bird & Biodiversity Areas project has saved 73 000 hectares 



of pristine highveld grassland and associated wetlands from the destructive effects of mining 

and burning coal. 

BirdLife South Africa’s grasslands work is nicely complemented by their collaboration with 

government in ensuring that a proposed move away from fossil fuels and towards cleaner, 

renewable energy sources happens with due consideration of environmental impacts. “This 

initiative”, says Samantha Ralston-Paton, BirdLife South Africa’s Birds and Renewable Energy 

Project Manager, “is aimed particularly at minimising collision rates of already threatened bird 

species with wind turbines and other power-related infrastructure, paving the way for wind 

energy development to achieve true sustainability while eliminating some of the devastating 

effects of fossil fuels on the natural environment and human health.”.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a timely reminder of the fragility of human existence. We 

are now so numerous and interconnected that we flirt constantly with the danger of 

contagion. Compounding this, critical resources – clean air, potable water, nutritious food - 

are depleted and polluted, and the natural systems that produce them are degraded and 

increasingly malfunctional. Our ingenuity will likely see us defeat COVID-19, but unless we 

lighten our tread on the planet and commit to a sustainable path, risks to our health will 

continue to escalate and the long-term prognosis for humanity will continue to decline. 

BirdLife South Africa is committed to finding and promoting such a path. While the 

organisation’s focus is primarily on birds and the preservation of nature, its activities have 

undeniable benefits for people and their health. Says CEO Mark D. Anderson “It’s time the 

world realised that conservation is not just ‘for the birds’ – it’s for people too.”. 


