
 

BIRDS AND WATER SUPPLY 

 

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

more important. 

Before the COVID-19 break-out, conservation organisations were already grappling with the 

increasingly dire impacts of human activity on biodiversity and the future of our world. 

“COVID-19 is not a distraction from these efforts, it’s an amplified call for wholesale reform.” 

says BirdLife South Africa CEO Mark D. Anderson. “The virus is a symptom of our careless 

abuse of nature. Nature is under siege and the elements essential to our survival are 

dangerously close to exhaustion, including the planet’s most precious resource - water.”.  

South Africa is a country where water is naturally scarce and getting scarcer every day. Many 

areas are receiving less rainfall as climate regimes change, human consumption of water is 

increasing as our population inexorably grows (current predictions suggest that by 2030 

national demand for water will exceed supply by about 17%), and water quality is being 

compromised by effluent and chemical pollution. Says Anderson “Not only is the 

unsustainable use and degradation of our water supply causing massive ecological damage, it 

is exposing us to the threat of humanitarian disaster”.  

In striving to protect the region’s birds and conserve their habitats, BirdLife South Africa’s 

programmes either directly or indirectly affect many aspects of water security. The 

organisation’s water-related work is centred on the grasslands that straddle the escarpment 

where many of South Africa’s most important river systems originate. Because they are such 

well-watered and fertile habitats, huge areas of grassland have been transformed by intensive 

agriculture and forestry. Also, the fuel we use to drive our multitude of coal-fired power 

stations is mined and burned in the grassland biome, with implications for habitat destruction, 

water use, and water and air pollution. Not surprisingly, grasslands are among the most 

threatened habitats in the country.  

Many of the wetlands and river systems in the grassland biome are both deprived of water 

and highly polluted, and at least 47 species of grassland birds are at risk of extinction. These 

include some of the South Africa’s most highly threatened species, such as Wattled Crane, 

White-winged Flufftail and Blue Swallow. BirdLife South Africa is actively involved in 

conservation-driven monitoring and research on the latter two species, with a strong 

emphasis on protecting vestigial areas of pristine habitat. Coupled with this, the organisation’s 

Important Bird & Biodiversity (IBA) Programme is tasked with identifying resilient ecosystems 

in habitats under pressure and ensuring that human activities within these designated areas 

are regulated and environmentally sustainable. In this way, BirdLife South Africa and its 



collaborators have identified 32 IBAs in the grassland biome, and isolated and protected or 

formally conserved 93 000 hectares of ecologically intact grassland. While this has been done 

mainly to conserve the birdlife dependent on this habitat, it has yielded significant benefits 

for the quality and quantity of water entering the relevant catchments. 

Similar principles have applied at the Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme on the border of the 

Free State and KwaZulu-Natal, where BirdLife South Africa has been working in partnership 

with Eskom since 2003. “Our work at Ingula has helped to secure a critical grassland ecosystem 

into the future. Intact natural vegetation is improving run-off and preventing soil erosion and 

siltation of the downstream wetlands, many of which fall within the Strategic Water Source 

Area that supplies Gauteng – the economic engine-room of the country.”, says BirdLife South 

Africa’s Ingula Project Manager Carina Coetzer.  

BirdLife South Africa also provides a litmus test for the overall health of major river systems 

in the Western Cape by monitoring ecosystem functioning and conditions for wetland and 

coastal birds at some of the province’s most important estuaries. “By working to improve the 

formal protection and conservation management of our estuarine IBAs we are helping to 

safeguard their unique biodiversity and the vital ecological functions they perform.”, says 

BirdLife South Africa’s Western Cape Estuaries Conservation Project Manager, Dr Giselle 

Murison. “By providing corrective feedback into upstream management practices where 

required, we contribute to ensuring that water flow and quality are adequate to both sustain 

the environment and meet the essential services requirements of local communities.”.  

By effectively improving the quantity and quality of water entering water cycles, and by 

monitoring the ecological effects of what comes out, BirdLife South Africa is helping to 

mitigate the country’s looming water crisis. “Managing water for birds means managing it for 

people too.” says CEO Mark D. Anderson. “Ultimately, we’re both products of nature and 

completely dependent on properly functional natural systems. Without these systems, and 

without ready access to fresh water, humanity and every other living organism on earth is in 

jeopardy. Put simply: water is life.”.   


