
“BirdLife South Africa is in the biodiversity business,” says the conserva-

tion organisation’s CEO, Mark D.  Anderson. “Our programmes and activities are 
all about preserving complex integrated natural systems that keep the world 
alive. Biodiversity is the currency of life on earth – a technical term that 
evaluates and quantifies nature – and a convenient and simple barometer of 
our success.” 

Unfortunately, despite the best efforts of BirdLife South Africa and many other 

conservation NGOs and agencies, species are losing their struggle to survive in the 

face of a growing wave of destructive human impacts, and global biodiversity is slipping 

into free-fall.  Escalating rates of biodiversity loss tell us that nature is under strain and 

in urgent need of relief.  Another clarion call of alarm sounding out now around the 

world is the COVID-19 pandemic. While the immediate cause of this crisis is a viral 

contagion, ultimately it is symptomatic of humanity’s distorted and troubled relation-

ship with nature. In the same vein, the long game for securing the future may be more 

about addressing the failing health of our planet and arresting the demise of precious 

biodiversity than about repairing healthcare systems or flagging economies.

Clearly, although the state of the natural environment is far from what we need 

it to be, it is in better shape than it would be had it not been for the efforts of con-

servation NGOs like BirdLife South Africa. Given that the organisation’s core work 

is surveying, monitoring, studying and managing bird populations and habitats, pret-

ty much everything BirdLife South Africa does serves to benefit bird diversity and 

biodiversity more generally. These benefits operate at varying levels. There are spe-

cies-focused initiatives, such as the organisation’s work on the conservation ecology 

of the White-winged Flufftail, African Penguin and Taita Falcon. There are site-based 

efforts, for example its strategic partnership with Eskom in conserving the birdlife 

and ecology of the area affected by the Ingula Pumped Storage Power Station, or its 

Important Bird and Biodiversity Area Programme that strives to identify and protect 

resilient vestiges of pristine habitat across South Africa. Then there are habitat-based 

projects, including grassland conservation and advocacy work in the coalfields of 

Mpumalanga, and its applied seabird conservation work along the coastline and out 

into the Southern Ocean. The list of valuable activities is long, the efforts brought to 

bear are directed and energetic and the successes, albeit usually small and against a 

surging tide of bad news, are many.

But effecting this work, and achieving progress and success, requires that BirdLife 

South Africa use the biodiversity data that are collected appropriately.  As with all the 

complex number-crunching involved in developing effective national responses to the 

coronavirus, the key here is science. 

“Science is the only rational, objective, methodical and accurate way we 
have of accessing the truth, and the truth is what we need if we are to un-
derstand and respond to nature correctly,” says Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson, 

BirdLife South Africa’s Head of Conservation.

Colyn’s recently established unit has been working tirelessly to ‘mine’ existing 

datasets. They use statistical models based on complex algorithms to highlight mean-

ingful patterns in these data, helping us to understand and mitigate the drivers of 

environmental change and biodiversity loss. “Models are only as good as the data 
they are fed,” says Smit-Robinson, “but they are critical to developing the right 
strategies to save endangered birds in an ever-changing world.”

South Africa is ranked among the top 20 most biodiverse countries in the world, 

supporting more than 95 000 known species, of which 856 are birds (just under 8% 

of the described global total). BirdLife South Africa’s 2018 assessment of the state of 

the country’s birds established that 15.4% of species are listed as threatened, with 

fully 6% (51 species) classified as either Endangered or Critically Endangered – in oth-

er words, imminently at risk of extinction. These numbers have increased markedly 

in the past two decades. Things don’t look good, but at least a review of this kind is 

possible and accurate and can be used to plan and prioritise remedial action. 

“The current situation is dire,” says Anderson, “but all is not completely 
lost. The solution lies in change; change driven by true sustainability, guided 
by science and measured by biodiversity. BirdLife South Africa’s expert team 
is trained and experienced in exactly this line of work. This what we do, and 
we are determined to make a difference. Salvation is coming, and its name 
is conservation!”   

African Penguins are an important barometer of the state of our seas and fish stocks.

It’s early 2021, the world is in turmoil, 
and the work of BirdLife South Africa has 

never been more important.

Birds and Biodiversity

To read more of the work that BirdLife South Africa is doing to make the planet a better place  

for both humans and for nature, go to www.birdlife.org.za/hope

The White-winged Flufftail is critically endangered and a flagship species  
of a biodiverse and pristine habitat.
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