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Welcome letter 

Dear attendees of LAB 2021, 

It is my great pleasure to welcome you to this virtual Learn About Birds Conference. We would of 

course have loved to be meeting in person, especially if it was at a nice place, such as the venues of 

previous LABs (in particular Kruger, where our most well-attended conference was held in 2016). 

COVID-19 has certainly changed the way we do things! Let’s hope that it will not be long before we 

are able to hold physical meetings, especially so that we can benefit from the informal discussions 

that we have over tea, lunch, a glass of wine, or while birding. 

A number of ornithological meetings were held in southern Africa since 1950, starting with the Pan-

African Ornithological Congress in Livingstone, Zambia, in 1957. The Southern African Ornithological 

Society, the predecessor of BirdLife South Africa, convened its last conference in Langebaan in 1993. 

The theme was “Migration, Dispersal and Nomadism, Langebaan. There were no subsequent 

ornithological meetings until BirdLife South Africa decided to hold the regular Learn About Birds 

Conference. These have been held in Port Elizabeth (now Gqeberha) (in 2012), the Drakensberg (in 

2014), Skukuza in the Kruger National Park (in 2016), and Langebaan (in 2018). 

BirdLife South Africa employs more than 20 staff with scientific training, many with post-graduate 

degrees in ornithology. They undertake important research and monitoring work, but collaborate 

closely with academic institutions, other NGOs, museums and government departments. With many 

pressing priorities, great urgency in attending to the conservation of birds, and limited resources, it is 

imperative that our efforts are expended in the areas where they are most needed. We use the best 

science to advise what we do in order to achieve positive outcomes.  

BirdLife South Africa cannot undertake its work alone and collaborations and partnerships are 

cornerstones of our success. Gathering a large number of ornithologists and citizen scientists together 

during the regular LAB conferences provides an excellent opportunity for information exchange and 

the exploration of areas of collaboration. 

The Learn About Bird Conferences are a collaboration with the FitzPatrick Institute of African 

Ornithology, UCT, and BirdLife South Africa is proud of its association with this premier institute. We 

also appreciate the association we have with academics at other universities. 

Organising a conference is not a simple task, and I’d like to congratulate Dr Melissa Whitecross and 

her team for all they have done to ensure the professional organization and hosting of what promises 

to be an informative and enjoyable event. There’s certainly an impressive line-up of presentations and 

I, for one, look forward to sitting back and learning more about the work that’s being done to study 

and conserve our country’s birds. 

Enjoy the conference! 

  

Mark D. Anderson 

Chief Executive Officer 

BirdLife South Africa 
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What You Need to Know 

Welcome to the Learn About Birds (LAB) Conference 2021. Our aim is to make this virtual event an 

experience to remember, so please take a moment to read through the following: 

1. All delegates who are presenting at either Science or Layman’s LAB are requested to be present 

virtually with their zoom screen on should there be any questions concerning their presentation. 

2. Audience members that would like to ask a question can use the Zoom chat room but are 

reminded to please keep the questions relevant to the talks. Speakers can answer questions in the 

chat room whilst their presentation plays or afterwards in the live question session which will be 

facilitated by the Session Chairs. 

3. The LAB Conference is a registered Category 1 SACNASP event worth two credits. The 

validation number is: 2021-0673-001717. 

 

LAB Programme Committee: 

Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson, Dr Melissa Whitecross, Dr Susan Miller, Dr Robert Thomson Linda van 

den Heever, Samantha Ralston-Paton and Kyrone Josiah. 

 

 

Photo: Andrew Aveley 
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SCIENCE LAB 

Dr Susan Cunningham is a senior lecturer at the FitzPatrick 

Institute of African Ornithology, University of Cape Town. She is also co-

principal investigator of the Hot Birds Research Project (HBRP; 

https://hbresearchproject.wixsite.com/hbresearchproject/), a large 

international collaboration studying the mechanisms underlying the impacts of climate change on 

birds globally. Susie leads the behavioural ecology side of the programme in close collaboration with 

Prof. Andrew McKechnie at the University of Pretoria, who leads the HBRP's ecophysiology research. 

Susie is a New Zealander and completed her undergraduate degree in Ecology & Biodiversity at 

Victoria University of Wellington, and her Ph.D. on tactile sensory systems in birds at Massey 

University in the Manawatu (North Island, New Zealand). She moved to South Africa in 2010 and spent 

her first field season in the Kalahari over the summer of 2010/11. The focus of Susie’s and her students’ 

field work is the relationship between thermal biology and behavioural ecology, in particular the 

fitness consequences of behavioural thermoregulation. Susie will be the second speaker for our Virtual 

Science LAB segment and her presentation will highlight how climate change poses an ever-increasing 

threat to birds using examples from her study systems in the Kalahari Desert. Susie will outline the 

behavioural trade-offs birds face in navigating thermal landscapes, the associated missed opportunity 

costs, and consequences for proxies of fitness. 

 

https://hbresearchproject.wixsite.com/hbresearchproject/
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Prof. Pierre Pistorius completed his undergraduate studies 

at UKZN before moving to the University of Pretoria, where he pursued 

both his MSc and PhD degrees on the population ecology of southern 

elephant seals. This involved spending two years on Marion Island 

collecting field data. Following his PhD, he spent several years overseas, working for a number of 

conservation-based NGOs (Seychelles, Falkland Islands) and research institutions (Norway) before 

joining Nelson Mandela University in 2009. At NMU Pierre has supervised over 20 MSc and PhD 

students to completion and is involved in a wide range of national and international projects involving 

seabirds and other marine predators. He has published over 120 peer-reviewed scientific publications. 

In 2016, Pierre founded the Marine Apex Predator Research Unit (MAPRU) at Nelson Mandela 

University, which he still heads, and which has become well recognized for its research on marine top 

predators. Pierre is also affiliated as an external core member to the Centre of Excellence at the 

Fitzpatrick Institute. Outside academia, Pierre composes music and is a keen squash player and 

outdoors enthusiast. He has a wife and two daughters that share his interest in marine biology. Pierre 

will be the first speaker for our Virtual Science LAB segment and his presentation will highlight how 

the increasing volume of seabird tracking data is used for the identification of areas of Ecological and 

Biological Importance Areas (EBSA’s) that may warrant spatial protection. Pierre will conclude the 

presentation by giving some recent examples of using video cameras to study benthic invertebrate 

diversity, ecological contexts associated with movement data, social interactions, predator-prey 

relationships and a range of other facets relevant to the biology and conservation of seabirds and the 

ecosystems they depend on. 
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LAYMANS LAB SPEAKERS 

Dr Samuel Temidayo Osinubi describes himself as 

being primarily an avian behavioural ecologist interested in bird 

behaviour relative to their environment. For his MSc research, Dayo 

assessed differences in territorial and foraging behaviour in open-

savanna resident bird species. for his PhD, Dayo explored habitat 

effects on the behaviour and individual condition of the yellow-breasted boubou (Laniarius 

atroflavus), and for his postdoc, Dayo explored migration in intra-African avian migrants. Between his 

MSc, PhD and after his postdoc, Dayo worked for BirdLife International in Kenya, Ghana and the United 

Kingdom, supporting site and flyways conservation in Africa. He is a conservation researcher, 

educator, manager, and advocate that has been fortunate enough to work at various levels within the 

broad research, policy, and management spheres of conservation. Dayo will be the first speaker for 

our Virtual Layman’s LAB segment and his presentation will focus on the intra-African migration of the 

Woodland Kingfisher. 

 

Zimbabwe's bush war kept US-born and Canada-trained  

Prof. Phoebe Barnard from an Oxford-commissioned field 

study of raptors there in 1983, but Namibia and South Africa quickly 

became her learning grounds for the next 34 years. An ornithologist 

by heart and training, she was also passionate about the bigger 

picture of transforming society to fairer, wiser, more sustainable 

ways. She founded and led Namibia's first national biodiversity and climate change programs, started 

South Africa's biodiversity futures program, and was SANBI's lead climate scientist before leaving in 
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2017 to run the Pacific Biodiversity Institute in the USA. She is now affiliate full professor, University 

of Washington, film coproducer at Transmedia Vision USA, and science/policy/communications 

strategist at Conservation Biology Institute, working on climate, ecosystem and societal risk, 

vulnerability and adaptation, including human climate migration and managed coastal retreat. She 

remains an associate of the Fitz and UCT’s African Climate and Development Initiative, and was 

BirdLife South Africa’s honorary president during 2013-2016. Phoebe holds a MSc and PhD in animal 

ecology, and was awarded a Fulbright Fellowship (1993-94), Society for Conservation Biology 

Distinguished Service Award (2002), and Forbes Distinguished Professional Achievement Award 

(2019). Phoebe will be the second speaker for our Virtual Layman’s LAB segment and her presentation 

will focus on climate change vulnerability and adaptation of fynbos endemics, through five intriguing 

and informative lenses of questioning and analysis. 

 

Etienne Marais has been birding for over 50 years. Etienne 

is a former council member of BirdLife South Africa and former 

Chairperson of the Pretoria Bird Club (Now BLNG) Since 1998, 

Etienne has been leading birding tours throughout Southern Africa 

and has a particular love for Mozambique with over 60 birding tours 

to that country. Etienne has been involved in the development of a 

number of birding routes in Southern Africa. He is passionate about bird monitoring and to date, 

Etienne has compiled over 2400 full protocol cards! Etienne’s special interests are bird calls, 

identification of LBJ’s, Raptors and Warblers, and he runs regular field courses in these areas. He also 

has a special fascination for bird migration, not only in the global context but locally as well. Etienne 

was the leader of the first team in Southern Africa’s Birding Big Day that recorded over 300 species 

within 24 hours, and has been involved in some way with the addition of 4 new species to the Southern 

African birdlist, the latest being Forbes-Watson’s Swift which was added to the list on the basis of 

sound analysis of a recording he made in 2017. He is co-author of the Chamberlain Guide to Birding 

Gauteng, with Faansie Peacock, which is currently being updated.  When not birding Etienne cooks, 

gardens and talks about the benefits of ketogenic living. 

 

Dr Anton Wolfaardt has worked for over 25 years as a 

conservation scientist, focussing mostly on the conservation of 

seabirds and island ecosystems. In 1994, Anton spent a year on 

Marion Island in the Southern Indian Ocean as a seabird field 

researcher. From 1996 to 2001 Anton lived on Dassen Island, off the 

west coast of South Africa, working as a researcher and conservation manager. Anton's research at 
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Dassen focussed particularly on the impact of oil pollution on African Penguins, which formed part of 

his PhD thesis. From 2008 to 2013 Anton was based in the Falkland Islands, working as the co-ordinator 

for the United Kingdom (UK) government in respect of the Agreement on the Conservation of 

Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP), a multilateral agreement established to improve the conservation of 

albatrosses and petrels. This work included projects in the UK Overseas Territories of the Falklands, 

South Georgia, Tristan da Cunha, and Antarctica. After leaving the Falklands, Anton continued to work 

as the Convenor of ACAP’s Seabird Bycatch Working Group, and on other seabird conservation 

projects. He has also worked as a guide on expedition ships visiting Antarctica. In February 2021, Anton 

was appointed as the Project Manager for the Mouse-Free Marion Project. Anton will be the fourth 

speaker for our Virtual Layman’s LAB segment and his presentation will provide a general overview of 

seabird ecology and biology, focussing on high latitude southern hemisphere species, such as those 

that may be encountered during the Flock to Marion in 2022. 

Layman’s LAB Schedule 
Date Time Layman’s LAB Speaker Topic 

27 May 
17:00 Dr Samuel Temidayo Osinubi 

A Tale of Three Kings: studying the intra-African 
migration of the Woodland Kingfisher. 

19:00 Prof. Phoebe Barnard 
Fynbos endemics in an unsettled world - five 
intriguing lenses. 

28 May 
17:00 Etienne Marais 

Ethical Birding: how do we minimise the impact 
of our hobby on the birds we love. 

19:00 Dr Anton Wolfaardt 
The ecology and conservation of Southern 
Ocean seabirds. 

 

 

A TALE OF THREE KINGS: STUDYING THE INTRA-AFRICAN MIGRATION OF THE WOODLAND 

KINGFISHER 

SPEAKER: Dr Samuel Temidayo Osinubi 

Research Associate, FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, University of Cape Town 

Abstract 

Relatively little is known about intra-continental avian migration in comparison to migration between 

continents. Addressing this knowledge gap can improve the effectiveness of conservation efforts, 

particularly across countries through which migrant species move. Since 2015, we have initiated a 

broad-scale research project across southern, western and eastern Africa to study migratory 

movements, timings and patterns in focal species that include the Woodland Kingfisher Halcyon 

senegalensis. There are three sub-species of the Woodland Kingfisher, each with different movement 

patterns. Our research approach is largely collaborative and comprises a multitude of techniques: 

ringing (or banding for American birders), stable isotopes and telemetry to explore migratory routes, 
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timings and site connectivity; mitochondrial and nuclear DNA analyses to determine phylogeograpy; 

biometric and bioacoustic analyses to determine phenotypic variation; and the use of citizen science 

data to explore phenology and change in range. Both the northernly H. s.senegalensis and southernly 

H. s.cyanoleuca appear to have migrant and resident individuals with an overlapping range during the 

breeding season of the H. s.senegalensis. Telemetry and genetic data are presently being analysed to 

investigate hybridisation. The southern arrival date for breeding of the H. s.cyanoleuca appears to 

have shifted later, and analyses of correlation to climate and land cover are underway. Further 

collaboration and input are welcomed in expanding and establishing an intra-African bird migration 

programme. 

 

FYNBOS ENDEMICS IN AN UNSETTLED WORLD - FIVE INTRIGUING LENSES 

SPEAKER: Prof. Phoebe Barnard 

Associate Science, Policy & Communications Strategist with the Conservation Biology Institute, and 

Affiliate Professor at the University of Washington, USA 

Abstract 

How on Earth can we plan for conservation of our endemic birds in times of great uncertainty and 

dizzying change? Phoebe will reflect on a few of the lessons she, Alan Lee, their international 

collaborators, postdocs and students learned from the Fitz/SANBI research program on climate 

change vulnerability and adaptation of fynbos endemics, through five intriguing and informative 

lenses of questioning and analysis. These '5 lenses' are: behaviour, populations, communities, 

landscapes and species ranges, and palaeoecology. This will be a lively and nontechnical talk on some 

cool, widely-cited science by the team from 2008 to present. 

 

ETHICAL BIRDING: HOW DO WE MINIMISE THE IMPACT OF OUR HOBBY ON THE BIRDS WE LOVE 

SPEAKER: Etienne Marais 

Expert Birder and co-author of The Chamberlain Guide to Birding Gauteng, South Africa 

Abstract 

We explore the impact that birding has on birds. Various forms of disturbance, interruption, 

suppression and habitat damage which are unfortunate spin-offs of birding itself. Birder activities that 

routinely disturb birds are discussed. Birders can however minimise their impact on birds and their 

breeding success by adopting a more ethical approach in a number of areas. We cover Bird 

Photography, listing, the use of tape playback, birding on foot, birding by car and other topics. The 

aim of this talk is to take forward a debate on ethical birding. 
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THE ECOLOGY AND CONSERVATION OF SOUTHERN OCEAN SEABIRDS 

SPEAKER: Dr Anton Wolfaardt 

Project Manager, The Mouse-Free Marion Project, Mouse-Free Marion NPC, South Africa 

Abstract 

Seabirds are amongst the most fascinating and threatened groups of birds in the world. This 

presentation will provide a general overview of seabird ecology and biology, focussing on high latitude 

southern hemisphere species, such as those that may be encountered during the Flock to Marion in 

2022. The presentation will provide insights into the enthralling lives and ways of these remarkable 

icons of the ocean. It will highlight why seabirds are so threatened, illustrate the range of threats that 

they face and importantly discuss efforts underway to address these threats and improve their 

conservation status. 

 

 

Photo: Bronwyn Maree 
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Learn About Birds (LAB) Conference Day 1 - 27 May 2021 

Science LAB 
Time Topic Speaker Pre-recorded/Live 

08h30 Welcome Address Mark D. Anderson Live 

08h45 BirdLife South Africa's Conservation Strategy Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson  Live 

09h00 
Plenary Lecture:  Birds and the "landscape of heat": impacts of behavioural 

thermoregulation in a warming world  
Dr Susie Cunningham Pre-recorded 

10h00 Tea Break 

Session Theme: Thermoregulation 

Session Chair: Colleen Downs  

10h15 
Avian mortality during an extreme heat event in northern KwaZulu-Natal: a 

sign of things to come?  
Andrew McKechnie Pre-recorded 

10h30 
Climate change-driven collapse of breeding success in desert hornbills 

evident within a single decade.  
Nicholas Pattinson Pre-recorded 

10h45 
A validation of biophysical models predicting avian thermoregulation in the 

heat.  
Shannon Conradie Pre-recorded 

11h00 
Regularly drinking desert birds have greater evaporative cooling capacity and 

heat tolerance limits than non-drinking species. 
Marc Freeman Pre-recorded 

11h15 
Fine-scale ecological data can result in a more accurate understanding of 

species’ vulnerability to increasing temperatures. 
Krista Oswald Pre-recorded 

Session Theme: Urban Ecology 

Session Chair: Colleen Downs  

11h30 
Modification of the third phase in the framework for vertebrate species 

persistence in urban mosaic environments. 
Colleen Downs Pre-recorded 

11h45 
Facets of Spotted Thick-knee (Burhinus capensis) nesting ecology across an 

anthropogenic landscape. 
Kyrone Josiah Pre-recorded 

12h00 Lunch Break 
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12h45 Panel Discussion: ECOlogy vs ECOnomy 

Justin Smith (Head of Business 
Development, WWF-SA); Kishaylin 

Chetty (Senior Biodiversity Manager, 
ESKOM Holdings SOC Ltd); Veronique 
Fyfe (Project Manager, G7 Renewable 
Energies); Constant Hoogstad (Senior 
Manager, Endangered Wildlife Trust); 
Hanneline Smit-Robinson (facilitator) 

Live 

Session Theme: Conservation 

Session Chair: Hanneline Smit-Robinson 

13h30 Assessing Other Effective Area Based Conservation Measures (OECMs). Daniel Marnewick Pre-recorded 

13h45 
Causal factors of breeding success and frequency in threatened grassland 

birds on the Ingula Nature Reserve, South Africa.  
Carina Pienaar Pre-recorded 

14h00 
In search of the Critically Endangered White-winged Flufftail (Sarothrura 

ayresi): preliminary acoustic records along the Eastern Escarpment of South 
Africa. 

Kyle Lloyd Pre-recorded 

14h15 
Community-based approach in conservation of endangered Grey Crowned 

Crane (Balearica regulorum) in Kenya. 
Eva Bii Pre-recorded 

14h30 Tea Break 

Session Theme: Morphology 

Session Chair: Hanneline Smit-Robinson 

14h45 
Clappers vs non-clappers: comparing the flight feathers of larks with different 

types of displays. 
Derek Engelbrecht Pre-recorded 

15h00 
A study on the isolated populations of Gurney’s Sugarbird (Promerops 

gurneyi) in Limpopo Province. 
Dawie De Swardt Pre-recorded 

Session Theme: Speed Talks 

Session Chair: Samantha Ralston-Paton 

15h15 
Molecular phylogeography of the southern African bird species, the Southern 

Boubou (Laniarius ferrugineus). 
Tshifhiwa Mandiwana-Neudani Pre-recorded 

15h20 
Captivity stress: glucocorticoid alterations in wild-caught Laughing Doves 

(Spilopelia senegalensis) held in outdoor or indoor housing.  
Celiwe Ngamphalala Pre-recorded 

15h25 
Hot days are associated with short-term adrenocortical responses in a 

southern African arid-zone passerine bird.  
Lesedi Moagi Pre-recorded 
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15h30 
The role of avian frugivores in the germination of fleshy-fruited Ficus species 

in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
Islamiat Abidemi Pre-recorded 

15h35 
Reviving Indigenous Knowledge and Building Crucial Partnerships, One Bird at 

a Time. 
Sibongile Mtungwa Pre-recorded 

15h40 Amagama Ezinyoni Roger Porter Pre-recorded 

15h45 Speed Talks Questions Session 

16h00 Close of Science LAB Day 1 

        

Layman's LAB – 27 May 2021 
Time Topic Speaker Pre-recorded/Live 

17h00 
A Tale of Three Kings: studying the intra-African migration of the Woodland 

Kingfisher. 
Dr Temidayo Osinubi Live 

        

19h00 Fynbos endemics in an unsettled world - five intriguing lenses. Prof. Phoebe Barnard Live 

        

Learn About Birds (LAB) Conference Day 2 - 28 May 2021 
Science LAB 

Time Topic Speaker Pre-recorded/Live 

08h30 Welcome Address Mark D. Anderson Live 

08h35 Plenary Lecture: Seabirds as Ocean Sentinels Dr Pierre Pistorius Live 

Session Theme: Seabirds 

Session Chair: Alistair McInnes 

09h35 
Has increased marine traffic driven the recent catastrophic decline of African 

Penguins (Spheniscus demersus) at their largest global colony? 
Alistair McInnes Pre-recorded 

09h50 
Identification and drivers of important marine areas of African Penguins 

(Spheniscus demersus) during two critical non-breeding stages. 
Tegan Carpenter-Kling Pre-recorded 

10h05 Tea Break 



15 
 

10h30 
Bridging the gap: disease surveillance, response and planning for seabirds in 

South Africa. 
Albert Snayman Pre-recorded 

10h45 
The rescue, rehabilitation and release of abandoned Cape Cormorant 

(Phalacrocorax capensis) chicks from Robben and Jutten islands after mass 
abandonment in January 2021. 

Katta Ludynia Pre-recorded 

11h00 Timing, duration and symmetry of moult in Cape Gannets (Morus capensis). Oluwadunsin Adekola Pre-recorded 

11h15 
Pelagic seabirds along the KZN coast - Species richness, seasonality and 

abundance. 
David Allan Pre-recorded 

11h30 
A significant shift in cephalopod diet of the Sooty Albatross (Phoebetria fusca) 

during a pronounced El-Niño event. 
Shamiso Banda Pre-recorded 

11h45 Bird-scaring Line Compliance Devices. Andrea Angel Pre-recorded 

12h00 Conference Photograph 

12h10 Lunch Break 

13h00 Panel Discussion: Making the transition from student to employee 

Nick Askew (Conservation Careers); 
Nolumanyano Camagu (Former BLSA 

Intern); Janavi da Silva (GreenMatter); 
Simangele Msweli (Youth Biodiveristy 

Network); Melissa Whitecross 
(facilitator) 

Live 

Session Theme: Forest Ecology 

Session Chair: Robert Thomson 

13h45 
Does anthropogenic fragmentation selectively filter avian phylogenetic 

diversity in a critically endangered forest system?  
David Ehlers-Smith  Pre-recorded 

14h00 
Occupancy of two avian forest specialists in Mistbelt Forests of KwaZulu-

Natal and Eastern Cape, South Africa.  
Thobeka Gumede Pre-recorded 

14h15 Tea Break 

Session Theme: Large Terrestrial Birds 

Session Chair: Robert Thomson 

14h30 
A predictive model for improving placement of wind turbines to minimise 

collision risk potential for a large soaring raptor. 
Megan Murgatroyd Pre-recorded 

14h45 
The national monitoring plan for Southern Ground-Hornbills (Bucorvus 

leadbeateri). 
Jarryd Alexander Pre-recorded 
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15h00 
Wattled Crane (Bugeranus carunculatus) movement and habitat use – 

understanding the importance of space. 
Lara Jordan Pre-recorded 

15h15 Temporal and spatial changes in DDT: a global systematic review. Kailen Padayachee Pre-recorded 

15h30 Close of Science LAB Day 2 

        

Layman's LAB - 28 May 2021  
Time Topic Speaker Pre-recorded/Live 

17h00 
Ethical Birding: how do we minimise the impact of our hobby on the birds we 

love.  
Etienne Marais Live 

        

19h00 The ecology and conservation of Southern Ocean seabirds. Dr Anton Wolfaardt Live 

    

Flock 2021: A Virtual Affair - 29 May 2021 
10h00 

92nd Annual General Meeting via Zoom BirdLife South Africa Live 
12h00 

   

 

Canon South Africa Photography Workshop - 29 May 2021 
13h00 

Birding Photography Tips and Tricks Andrew Aveley Live 
15h00 
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REGISTRATIONS FOR THE CANON VIRTUAL PHOTOGRAPHY WORKSHOP WILL CLOSE ON 28 MAY 2021 at 21:00 (SAST)  

Visit the LAB Website to find the link to register and pay. 
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ECOLOGY VS ECONOMY 

Constant Hoogstad has more than 20 years’ experience in the 

conservation industry, with experience ranging from field work to 

Executive Management. Constant has also been fortunate enough to be 

exposed to working with industry extensively over his career including 

working with Eskom in South Africa since 2010. This has allowed him to 

study, understand and be able to find mutually beneficial solutions for both 

business and the environment. Further to that, Constant has been actively 

involved in the National Business and Biodiversity Network for the last 7 

years who focussed on assisting business with biodiversity compliance, disclosure and biodiversity 

accounting. He joined the company as a junior field officer for the Wildlife and Energy Programme, a 

partnership between the Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT) and Eskom, which aims to mitigate and 

prevent interactions between wildlife and energy infrastructure. His current role is Senior Manager: 

Industry Partnerships and member of the EWT’s Exco, where he is responsible for building new 

partnerships with industry leaders throughout Africa. Constant has been involved in international 

networking, having been elected as the Chair of the United Nations Convention of Migratory Species 

Energy Task Force, which encompasses 265 countries, and Chairing the Energy Task Force for the 

International Crane Foundation. 

 

Justin Smith is head of the Business Development Unit at WWF 

South Africa, overseeing business partnerships, marketing and 

fundraising activities for the organization. Justin was previously 

employed at Woolworths Holdings leading the Good Business Journey 

(Sustainability Programme) - responsible for the strategy, structure and 

integration across the business to deliver it’s over 200 targets in transformation, social development, 

environmental issues and climate change across its African and Australasian businesses. Prior to this 
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Justin was head of Governance and Sustainability at Nedbank Group, an associate in Edward Nathan 

and Friedland (Pty) Ltd Environmental Law and Sustainability Services department; and a risk manager 

at Standard Bank Group Risk Management. Justin is previous Co-chair of United Nations Environment 

Programme Finance Initiatives Africa, a member of the National Business Initiative Western Cape 

Board, a past Stakeholder Council member of the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), Green Building 

Council Board member, and Steering Committee member of the UN CEO Water Mandate as well as a 

trustee of the Table Mountain Fund. Justin holds a B Comm Law (cum Laude) ; LLB degree (cum 

Laude);  B Comm Honours in Financial Management (cum Laude) (All University of Pretoria) and LLM 

(University of South Africa (UNISA) – Environmental law, International Economic Law, and 

International law.  

 

Kishaylin Chetty is a professionally qualified and experienced senior 

environmental advisor in the Biodiversity Centre of Excellence within the 

Generation Division with extensive skills in global and national biodiversity issues. 

He is into his 11th year at Eskom and has been the recipient of multiple national 

and international conservation awards. For the last eleven years, Kishaylin has 

been the Project Manager of the Ingula Partnership, a partnership between Eskom, BirdLife South 

Africa and the Middlepunt Wetland Trust. He has also been the project manager of the 

Eskom/Endangered Wildlife Trust Strategic Partnership for the last six years. In his capacity within 

Eskom, he has been responsible for providing strategic direction and ‘on the ground’ scientific skills 

for biodiversity and conservation related issues across all divisions. He represents Eskom on the 

National Vulture Task Force, the International Bustard Working Group and the National Biodiversity 

and Business Network Steering Committee. Kishaylin is driven by adding value to South Africa, through 

Eskom’s environmental management responsibility. 

 

Veronique Fyfe is a Project Manager at G7 Renewable Energies 

specifically focused on all environmental related tasks associated with 

Renewable Energy Development. Veronique has obtained her MSc in 

Environmental Conservation and Ecology from the University of 

Witswatersrand. Veronique is South Africa’s Global Ambassador for the 

Women in Wind Global Leadership Program (GWEC) & SAWEA EWG Chairman. 
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MAKING THE TRANSITION FROM STUDENT TO EMPLOYEE 

Janavi Da Silva is the Director of Programmes at GreenMatter. She is 

responsible through partnerships for implementation across the organisation, 

that works towards developing human capacity for the environmental, 

biodiversity and water sectors. She has a deep curiosity for social and 

environmental enterprise and skills development. Janavi is a registered 

professional scientist with the South African Council for Natural Scientific Professions (SACNASP). 

Janavi believes in working from one's highest values and creating a unique place in the market for 

one's special skillset and values. She is from an environmental background and has an interest in 

working towards social change. As a result, she studied a Masters degree, in Environmental Science at 

the University of Johannesburg and has a Diploma in Social Entrepreneurship from GIBS Business 
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About Conservation Careers 

Conservation Careers is the biggest conservation job board online, listing over 12,000 jobs from across 
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27 May 2021 

PLENARY LECTURE 

BIRDS AND THE "LANDSCAPE OF HEAT": IMPACTS OF BEHAVIOURAL THERMOREGULATION IN A 

WARMING WORLD 

 

SPEAKER: Dr Susan Cunningham 

Senior Lecturer, FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, University of Cape Town 

 

Abstract 

Climate change poses an ever-increasing threat to all organisms globally. For birds, maintaining body 

temperature within safe bounds is fundamentally important for performance and survival. Birds 

maintain safe body temperatures when environmental temperatures are high by adjusting aspects of 

physiology (e.g., evaporative water loss rates) and behaviour (e.g., ceasing activity and seeking shade). 

Behavioural modifications are an important buffer against physiological impacts of high temperatures, 

reducing costs of hyperthermia and dehydration and extending survival times under extreme 

conditions. However, behavioural adjustments can impose significant costs of their own in the form 

of missed opportunities that can affect individual body condition, the outcomes of breeding attempts, 

and potentially intra- and interspecific interactions. Using examples from our study systems in the 

Kalahari Desert, Dr Cunningham will outline the behavioural trade-offs birds face in navigating thermal 

landscapes, the associated missed opportunity costs, and consequences for proxies of fitness. Dr 

Cunningham argues that the consequences of these behavioural trade-offs are likely to be profound, 

potentially impacting not only individual fitness and population persistence, but also the way species 

interact with others, with potential for cascading ecological effects. It is possible that these effects of 
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the “landscape of heat” could be as important as the those of the now-famous “landscape of fear” in 

shaping community and ecosystem function under ongoing climate change. In order to understand 

whether and how ecosystems will continue to function in an ever-warmer world, we must therefore 

integrate the consequences of behavioural thermoregulation into our frameworks for predicting 

climate change impacts on individuals, populations, species and ecosystems. 

 

SESSION: THERMOREGULATION 

 

AVIAN MORTALITY DURING AN EXTREME HEAT EVENT IN NORTHERN KWAZULU-NATAL: A SIGN OF 

THINGS TO COME? 

A.E. McKechnie1,2, I. Rushworth3, F. Myburgh3 & S.J. Cunningham4 

 

1South African Research Chair in Conservation Physiology, South African National Biodiversity Institute, 

P.O. Box 754, Pretoria, 0001, South Africa 

2DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence at the FitzPatrick Institute, Department of Zoology and Entomology, 

University of Pretoria, Private Bag X20, Pretoria, 0028, South Africa 

3Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, P.O. Box 13053, Cascades, 3202, South Africa 

4FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, 

Rondebosch, 7701, South Africa 

Contact: andrew.mckechnie@up.ac.za 

 

Abstract 

Rapid anthropogenic climate change is causing increases in the frequency, duration and intensity of 

heat waves. Extreme heat events can lead to birds’ capacities to dissipate heat evaporatively being 

exceeded, conditions under which mortality occurs through lethal hyperthermia or dehydration. 

Historically, reports of mass mortalities associated with extreme heat have mostly involved Australian 

birds and pteropodid flying-foxes and, with the exception of domestic ostriches, no major mortality 

events involving southern African birds have previously been documented. Here, we report the deaths 

of ~110 birds and fruit bats in northern KwaZulu-Natal on a single day in early November 2020 when 

maximum air temperatures (Tmax) reached 43-45 °C and relative humidities were 21-23 %. Most of 

the mortalities occurred in Phongolo Nature Reserve and involved 47 birds of 14 species, including at 

least 20 Blue Waxbills (Uraeginthus angolensis), six Fork-tailed Drongos (Dicrurus adsimilis), three 

Golden-breasted Buntings (Emberiza flaviventris), four Yellow-fronted Canaries (Crithagra 

mozambica) and two Magpie Shrikes (Urolestes melanoleucus). Nearly all the mortalities (44 of 47) 
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were passerines. In addition, ~60 Wahlberg’s epauletted fruit bats (Epomophorus wahlbergi) and six 

small insectivorous bats succumbed. This mortality event occurred on a single very hot day preceded 

by several cooler days (Tmax = 37-39 °C at one location) and involved weather conditions similar to 

those associated with at least one recent flying-fox die-off in Australia. Mortalities at multiple 

locations up to 90 km apart confined to a single extremely hot day argue against the possibility of 

factors such as disease or poison being involved, as does the disproportionately high representation 

of passerines among the avian mortalities. The latter supports recent predictions that songbirds are 

more vulnerable to lethal hyperthermia on account of the relative inefficiency of panting as an avenue 

of evaporative heat dissipation. As far as we are aware, this is the first documented mortality event 

involving wild birds and bats in southern Africa. 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE-DRIVEN COLLAPSE OF BREEDING SUCCESS IN DESERT HORNBILLS EVIDENT 

WITHIN A SINGLE DECADE. 

N.B. Pattinson1, T.M.F.N. van de Ven1, M.J. Finnie2, L. Nupen1, A.E. McKechnie3,4 & S.J. Cunningham1 

  

1FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, 

Cape Town, 7701, South Africa 

21st Field Squadron, 21 Engineer Regiment, Claro Barracks, Ripon, HG4 2RD, United Kingdom 

3DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence at the Percy FitzPatrick Institute, Department of Zoology and 

Entomology, University of Pretoria, Pretoria, 0002, South Africa 

4South African Research Chair in Conservation Physiology, South African National Biodiversity Institute, 

P.O. Box 754, Pretoria, 0001, South Africa 

Contact: nickpaddie@gmail.com  

 

Abstract 

Climate warming raises concerns over the effect of higher temperatures on the reproductive ecology 

of summer-breeding species. We assessed the effects of temperature and rainfall on the breeding 

outputs of Southern Yellow-billed Hornbills (Tockus leucomelas) in the Kalahari Desert. Among the ~20 

pairs present in the study area annually between 2008 and 2018, the number of successful breeding 

attempts was positively correlated with rainfall (varying from 0 during seasons when rainfall ≈5mm to 

16 when rainfall ≈300mm), and negatively correlated with mean daily maximum air temperature 

(Tmax; decreasing from ~12.5 per season when Tmax < 35 °C to ~2.5 per season when Tmax > 35 °C). 

Correlating to increasing temperatures, hornbill pairs fledged an average of 0.22 fewer chicks per 

season year-on-year over the course of this study. Overall, our findings indicate that climate change 
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has likely been the primary driver of the recent collapse of breeding success in this population of 

hornbills. Based on current trends in breeding success the average annual number of successful 

breeding attempts may approach zero within the next two decades under current rates of climate 

warming. 

 

A VALIDATION OF BIOPHYSICAL MODELS PREDICTING AVIAN THERMOREGULATION IN THE HEAT. 

S.R. Conradie1, 2, B.O. Wolf3, M.R. Kearney4, S.J. Cunningham5, M.T. Freeman1,2, R. Kemp1,2 & A.E. 

McKechnie1, 2 

  

1South African Research Chair in Conservation Physiology, South African National Biodiversity Institute, 

South Africa 

2DST-NRF Centre of Excellence at the FitzPatrick Institute, Department of Zoology and Entomology, 

University of Pretoria, South Africa 

3UNM Biology Department, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 87131, USA 

4School of BioSciences, The University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Victoria, 3010, Australia 

5FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DST-NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, 

Rondebosch, 7701, South Africa 

Contact: shannonconradie@gmail.com  

 

Abstract 

Endotherms’ performance depends on their ability to balance energy and water exchange with the 

surrounding environment, avoiding mismatches between energy and water supply and demand. Birds 

maintain body temperature (Tb) within a narrow normothermic range via physiological (e.g. increasing 

evaporative water loss and / or Tb) and behavioural adjustments (e.g. shade-seeking, reducing 

activity). These thermoregulatory responses can be understood using biophysical models based on 

the first principles of thermodynamics. Here, we build and validate a biophysical model predicting 

evaporative water loss (EWL), metabolic rate (RMR) and Tb for three desert birds (Southern Yellow-

Billed Hornbills (Tockus leucomelas), Southern Pied Babblers (Turdoides bicolor) and Southern Fiscals 

(Lanius collaris)). We used a combination of direct museum measurements (e.g. plumage depth, body 

length) and published physiological information on thermoregulatory responses (e.g. heat tolerance 

limits) to build the model and thereafter validated predictions using empirically collected respirometry 

data. Our model accurately represents desert birds’ physiological responses to environmental 

temperatures ranging from 5°C – 50°C. We compared model performance between the three diurnal 

species and identified critical variables influencing model predictions and the minimum empirical data 
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needed to adequately model diurnal birds’ physiological responses to dry air conditions. We further 

resolved the previously used stepped Tb profile to represent a more accurate relationship between 

Tb and air temperature. This emphasizes the importance of understanding the physiology-

temperature relationship to predict behavioural adjustments and the risk of hyperthermia and / or 

dehydration in free-ranging birds under natural conditions. Our model has significant implications for 

understanding the risks diurnal birds face under current and likely future conditions. We suggest that 

biophysical modelling approaches can aid in conservation and management of species vulnerable to 

climate change. 

 

REGULARLY DRINKING DESERT BIRDS HAVE GREATER EVAPORATIVE COOLING CAPACITY AND 

HEAT TOLERANCE LIMITS THAN NON-DRINKING SPECIES. 

M.T. Freeman1,2, Z.J. Czenze1,2, R. Kemp1,2, B. van Jaarsveld1,2, B. Smit3, B.O. Wolf4 & A.E. 

McKechnie1,2 

  

1South African Research Chair in Conservation Physiology, South African National Biodiversity 

Institute, Pretoria, South Africa 

2DST-NRF Centre of Excellence at the FitzPatrick Institute, Department of Zoology and Entomology, 

University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa 

3Department of Zoology and Entomology, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa 

4UNM Biology Department, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM, USA 

Contact: marcfreeman78@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 

Surface water is a critical resource for many birds inhabiting arid regions, but the implications of 

regular drinking and dependence on surface water for the evolution of thermal physiology remain 

largely unexplored. We hypothesized that avian thermoregulation in the heat has evolved in tandem 

with the use of surface water and predicted that a) regularly-drinking species have a greater capacity 

to elevate rates of evaporative water loss (EWL) compared to non-drinking species, and b) heat 

tolerance limits are higher among drinking species. To test these predictions, we quantified 

thermoregulatory responses to high air temperature (Ta) in 13 passerines from the South African arid 

zone and combined these with published values for an additional four species. These 17 species vary 

~10-fold in body mass and can be categorized as water-dependent, regularly-drinking or water-

independent, occasional-/non-drinking. In support of our predictions, both conventional and 

phylogenetically-independent analyses revealed that the ratio of minimum thermoneutral 
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evaporative water loss (EWL) to maximum EWL during acute heat exposure was significantly higher 

among drinking species. Moreover, these fractional increases in EWL were significantly and positively 

related to heat tolerance limits (i.e., maximum air temperature tolerated before the onset of severe 

hyperthermia). These findings shed new light on the coevolution of avian diet, movement ecology and 

thermal physiology in the context of trade-offs between dehydration avoidance and resistance to 

lethal hyperthermia in hot desert habitats. 

 

FINE-SCALE ECOLOGICAL DATA CAN RESULT IN A MORE ACCURATE UNDERSTANDING OF SPECIES’ 

VULNERABILITY TO INCREASING TEMPERATURES. 

K.N. Oswald1 & S.R. Conradie2,3 

 

1Department of Zoology and Entomology, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa 

2South African Research Chair in Conservation Physiology, South African National Biodiversity Institute, 

South Africa 

3DST-NRF Centre of Excellence at the FitzPatrick Institute, Department of Zoology and Entomology, 

University of Pretoria, South Africa 

Contact: knoswald@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 

Species distribution modelling remains the most effective tool for predicting how climate change may 

affect multiple species, but from logistical necessity these predictions often use a coarse-scale 

approach often limited to a few key environmental variables. For some species, this approach may not 

be sufficient, as it can overlook biological drivers and complicated interactions. While fine-scale 

studies can be difficult logistically and economically, multiple studies argue for their use on key 

indicator species. This study uses a single species, the Cape Rockjumper (Chaetops frenatus) 

(“Rockjumper”), to show how collecting a multitude of fine-scale ecological data (physiological 

responses, behaviour, reproductive success) can result in a more accurate understanding of species’ 

vulnerability to increasing temperatures. Here existing data on Rockjumper temperature thresholds 

for reduced nestling mass gain and increased nest predation risk are used to create predictive maps 

that would result from analysing 1 –– each individual ecological response and 2 –– combined 

ecological responses. We thus use the Rockjumper to 1 –– provide further evidence for the necessary 

use of a holistic multi-faceted approach on key species, 2 –– suggest that similar vulnerability may 

occur for other ground-nesting or range-restricted mountain birds and reflect vulnerability of the 
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mountain habitat itself, and 3 –– provide justification for future studies examining climate 

vulnerability in mountain endemic, range-restricted species. 

 

SESSION: Urban Ecology 

 

MODIFICATION OF THE THIRD PHASE IN THE FRAMEWORK FOR VERTEBRATE SPECIES PERSISTENCE 

IN URBAN MOSAIC ENVIRONMENTS. 

C.T. Downs 

 

Centre for Functional Biodiversity, School of Life Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Private Bag 

X01, Scottsville, Pietermaritzburg, 3209, South Africa 

Contact: downs@ukzn.ac.za 

 

Abstract 

Urbanisation is rapidly transforming natural landscapes with consequences for biodiversity. Little is 

documented on the response of African wildlife to urbanisation. We reviewed case studies of 

vertebrate species’ responses to urbanisation in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, to determine trends. 

Connected habitat mosaics of natural and anthropogenic green spaces are critical for urban wildlife 

persistence. We present a novel modification to the final of three phases of the framework described 

by Evans et al. (2010), which documents this sequence for vertebrate species persistence, based on 

the perspective of our research. Species in suburbia exhibit an initial phase where behavioural and 

ecological flexibility, life-history traits, and phenotypic plasticity either contribute to their success or 

they stay at low numbers. Where successful, the next phase is a rapid increase in populations and 

distribution; anthropogenic food resources and alternate breeding sites are effectively exploited. The 

modified third phase is either continued spread, plateau or decline.  

 

FACETS OF SPOTTED THICK-KNEE (BURHINUS CAPENSIS) NESTING ECOLOGY ACROSS AN 

ANTHROPOGENIC LANDSCAPE. 

K.K. Josiah & C.T. Downs 

 

Centre for Functional Biodiversity, School of Life Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Private Bag 

X01, Pietermaritzburg, 3209, South Africa  

Contact: kyronekentjosiah@gmail.com 
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Abstract 

Ground-nesting birds are terrestrial-dependent regarding their nesting habit and are predicted to be 

most at threat when their natural habitats are removed or altered through urbanisation. Despite this 

prediction, the Spotted Thick-knee (Burhinus capensis) is a ground-nesting species that has shown a 

perceived increased presence in urban areas of South Africa. Our study was undertaken to collect 

novel information on Spotted thick-knee presence across an urbanised landscape, by investigating 

facets of nesting ecology for a population within and around the city of Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. 

Spotted Thick-knee nesting and nest site data were collected between July 2019 and December 2020. 

Direct observations were carried out at 33 nest sites, and remote monitoring by use of camera-traps 

was carried out at a subsample of eight nest sites. Overall results revealed preference in select habitat 

and nest-site characteristics; successful nesting outcomes were significantly greater than failed 

nesting outcomes; incubation activity was significantly longer during the day; and incubation activity 

had a significant adverse relationship with disturbance in human-modified habitats. Our study findings 

suggest that land-use and human activity influence nest-site selection and survival of nests. Spotted 

Thick-knee preferred both residential gardens and recreational areas as nest-sites in the urban mosaic, 

although nests were more successful in residential gardens. They preferred the use of shrub-like 

vegetation as nest-cover structures, possibly because of added protection from extreme weather or 

for less visual detection. Risks associated with nesting in human-modified habitats included increased 

threats from domestic animals and incubation activity costs because of disturbance around nest sites. 

 

SESSION: CONSERVATION 

 

ASSESSING OTHER EFFECTIVE AREA-BASED CONSERVATION MEASURES (OECMS) 

D. Marnewick1,2, C. Stevens3, R. Antrobus-Wuth4, N. Theron5, H. Jonas6,7, N. Wilson8 & K. Naude9 

 

1Regional Conservation Programme, BirdLife South Africa, BirdLife South Africa, 17 Hume Road, 

Dunkeld West, Johannesburg, 2196, South Africa 

2International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

3Wilderness Foundation Africa 

4Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Region NPC 
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6IUCN-WCPA OECM Specialist Group 

7South African National Biodiversity Institute, Pretoria, South Africa 
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8Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
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Abstract 

The Convention on Biological Diversity’s (CBD) (CBD 2018) defined an ‘other effective area-based 

conservation measure’ as: “A geographically defined area other than a Protected Area, which is 

governed and managed in ways that achieve positive and sustained long-term outcomes for the in-

situ conservation of biodiversity, with associated ecosystem functions and services and where 

applicable, cultural, spiritual, socio-economic, and other locally relevant values”. South Africa 

undertook the first country-level assessment to determine both the type and extent of OECMs. Of the 

nine sites assessed in the Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Reserve case study area, six sites qualified as 

OECMs, while one of the privately-owned properties remained a Candidate OECM pending 

improvements in governance and management. The six qualifying sites constituted 60% of the 27,864 

hectares assessed. None of these qualifying sites are currently recognised and reported as part of the 

conservation estate. This project highlighted several key lessons. Firstly, the OECM framework will 

facilitate the reporting of South Africa's conservation estate nationally and internationally, assisting 

with formalising conservation areas in South Africa. Secondly, OECMs provide an opportunity to create 

more interconnected landscapes and seascapes in combination with protected areas. Thirdly, OECMs 

facilitate the inclusion of a diverse range of rights-holders and stakeholders who are contributing to 

area-based conservation. These include previously marginalised groups, land use types, and sectors. 

Lastly, OECMs can play a role in supporting local economies that are simultaneously safeguarding 

biodiversity and ecological assets. They offer an opportunity to strengthen governance structures that 

can attract conservation finance investment.  

 

CAUSAL FACTORS OF BREEDING SUCCESS AND FREQUENCY IN THREATENED GRASSLAND BIRDS ON 

THE INGULA NATURE RESERVE, SOUTH AFRICA. 

R.B. Colyn1,2, C. Pienaar2, H.A. Smit-Robinson2,3 & K. Chetty4 

 

1FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DST-NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, 

Rondebosch, 7701, South Africa 

2Landscape Conservation Programme, BirdLife South Africa, 17 Hume Road, Dunkeld West, 

Johannesburg, 2196, South Africa 

3Applied Behavioural Ecological & Ecosystem Research Unit (ABEERU), UNISA, Private Bag X6, 

Florida, 1717, South Africa 
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4Biodiversity Centre of Excellence, Eskom Holdings SOC Ltd, Megawatt Park, Maxwell Dr, Sunninghill, 

Sandton, 2157, South Africa 

Contact: carina.pienaar@birdlife.org.za 

 

Abstract 

The high-altitude grasslands covering the eastern escarpment of South Africa is one of the country’s 

most valuable habitats for biodiversity, and livestock and water production. The habitat hosts several 

threatened bird species including the endangered Rudd's Lark (Heteromirafra ruddi), vulnerable Blue 

Crane (Grus paradisea), endangered Grey Crowned Crane (Balearica regulorum), vulnerable Wattled 

Crane (Bugeranus carunculatus), vulnerable Southern Bald Ibis (Geronticus calvus) and the vulnerable 

Yellow-breasted Pipit (Anthus chloris). Avian research and monitoring have been ongoing within the 

recently declared Ingula Nature Reserve for more than 15 years as part of the activities of the Ingula 

Partnership - a partnership between BirdLife South Africa, Eskom and the Middelpunt Wetland Trust 

- with the objective of effectively conserving birds and their habitat surrounding the Ingula Pumped 

Storage Scheme development. Avian monitoring on Ingula refocused in 2014 to confirm the presence 

of threatened species on site, followed by the determination of the breeding status of these species. 

An initiative was then launched to assess the breeding frequency and success of each breeding species. 

Breeding monitoring for thirteen out of the 24 occurring threatened species commenced in 2014 and 

was conducted for five consecutive seasons. Breeding success per season was measured in relation to 

the grassland management regime of that season (including both fire and grazing), as well as weather 

data, adjusting for dry and wet seasons. Results confirm that various grassland management regimes 

directly influenced the initiation of breeding activities and density of several of the species studied, 

while others’ breeding success and frequency were more dependent on macro-weather patterns 

(including climate change) and fire frequency and the timing thereof. These results have direct 

implications for the management of highland grasslands and associated species in the given region. 

 

IN SEARCH OF THE CRITICALLY ENDANGERED WHITE-WINGED FLUFFTAIL: PRELIMINARY ACOUSTIC 

RECORDS ALONG THE EASTERN ESCARPMENT OF SOUTH AFRICA. 

K.J. Lloyd, M. Whitecross & H.A. Smit-Robinson 

 

Landscape Conservation Programme, BirdLife South Africa, 17 Hume Road, Dunkeld West, 

Johannesburg, 2196, South Africa 

Contact: kyle.lloyd@birdlife.org.za 
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Abstract 

The Critically Endangered White-winged Flufftail (Sarothrura ayresi) is considered the rarest and most 

threatened rallid species in Africa. White-winged Flufftails breed at high-altitude inland wetlands in 

South Africa and Ethiopia, which are under increasing risk of destruction and degradation by 

anthropogenic activities. The highly cryptic behaviour of White-winged Flufftails has made it difficult 

to confidently determine the distribution of the species. This has posed a challenge to the 

conservation of White-winged Flufftail and its specialised breeding habitat. Unidentified and 

unprotected sites may become population sinks that increase the mortality rate of White-winged 

Flufftails and their offspring. With the recent description of the species’ contact and alarm call, passive 

monitoring equipment provide much higher detection rates of White-winged Flufftail presence than 

traditional surveying methods. High-altitude wetlands were surveyed along the Eastern Escarpment 

of South Africa during the 2020/21 breeding season using rapid acoustic surveys. Candidate wetlands 

were identified using a combination of remote sensing, historical records and local knowledge. 

Acoustic devices were deployed for a seven-day period if wetlands were considered suitable after 

infield assessments. In some cases, playbacks were used to elicit a response from White-winged 

Flufftails in the field. Various environmental variables were measured at different spatial scales to 

provide more information about the habitat requirements of White-winged Flufftail. Preliminary 

results will be presented about the surveying methodology, presence records, and associated 

environmental variables of explored wetlands. 

 

COMMUNITY-BASED APPROACH IN CONSERVATION OF ENDANGERED GREY CROWNED CRANE 

(BALEARICA REGULORUM) IN KENYA. 

Eva Bii 

 

International Crane Foundation/Endangered Wildlife Trust partnership 

Contact: evab@ewt.org.za 

 

Abstract 

Grey Crowned Cranes (Balearica regulorum) are Africa’s iconic species found in Kenya, Uganda, 

Zambia, and South Africa. They are listed as endangered in the IUCN Red Data List with the Kenyan 

population estimated at 8,000–10,000 individuals (Wamiti et al., 2020) down from an estimation of 

35,000 birds in 1987. Grey Crowned Cranes are world’s fastest declining crane species. Cranes inhabit 

different habitats including grasslands, farmlands, and wetlands where they face different threats. 
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Our work in Kenya focusses on three sites with significant number of breeding pairs and flocking sites 

for Grey Crowned Cranes. The rapid growth in human populations around the wetlands has resulted 

in land sub-division to a very small acreage per family, leading to the draining and cultivation of parts 

of the wetlands to supplement subsistence food production, which ultimately leads to reduced habitat 

for cranes. To reduce overreliance on agriculture as communities’ main source of livelihoods, to 

improve nutritional provision, and to provide for a diversification in livelihoods, we have therefore 

been supporting the local communities that we work with to initiate alternative income-generating 

activities. We implement this livelihood support through a Conservation Agreement model, which is 

an innovative way of making communities stewards of natural resources they depend on through 

diversifying their livelihoods. Communities choose the livelihood they want to develop, in return for 

committing to undertake conservation activities. We have supported community groups with dairy 

goats, beehives, and poultry chicks, and assisted three groups to establish a tea and tree nursery for 

commercial purposes. To enhance effective running of the livelihood projects by the group members 

themselves, we offered training to the community members. Spring protection is also an intervention 

that is popular and draws great support from the local and national government and community 

members. Grey Crowned Cranes face generational mortality where their eggs and chicks are captured 

from the wild. We conduct education and awareness to community members living next to wetlands 

where cranes breed and raise their young. We commenced crane ringing and banding across Western 

Kenya where we capture and place colour rings on the limbs. We aim to understand their movements 

and dispersal across the different ranges in western Kenya. Community involvement in monitoring of 

these banded chicks is key as it boosts their understanding of the Grey Crowned Cranes ecology. 

 

CLAPPERS VS NON-CLAPPERS: COMPARING THE FLIGHT FEATHERS OF LARKS WITH DIFFERENT 

TYPES OF DISPLAYS. 

D. Engelbrecht, D. Matlatle & S. Marr 

 

Department of Biodiversity, University of Limpopo, Private Bag X1106, Sovenga, 0727, South Africa  

Contact: derek.engelbrecht@ul.ac.za 

  

Abstract 

Larks are songbirds revered for their song and display flights. Broadly speaking, lark displays can be 

divided into clapping displays and aerial song flights (non-clapping). In this study, we compared the 

flight feathers (remiges and rectrices) of lark species, two clapping: Eastern Clapper Lark (Mirafra 

fasciolata), Rufous-naped Lark (M. africana), and two non-clapping: Melodius Lark (M. cheniana), and 
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Monotonous Lark (M. passerina), with those of two outgroup species; Large-billed Lark (Galerida 

magnirostris) and African Pipit (Anthus cinnamomeus). The mass and length of each primary, 

secondary and tail feathers were measured from 42 adult male birds. The mass of each feather 

contributed to the total mass of all primaries from that wing of the individual and, similarly, with the 

length of each feather. Two reference points (distal and proximal) were created on each primary 

feather to measure the rachis width, barb width, barb density and barbule density. The results of this 

study revealed differences in the scaling relationships and microstructure of the distal primaries of 

clappers and non-clappers. The primary feathers P1-P6 showed a highly significant linear correlation 

(Log mass/ log length) in all species and had an allometric scaling relationship. Mirafra Larks had a 

mean scaling relationship that was greater than that of the outgroup species, which suggests that they 

have stronger feathers. In all species, the distal primaries had a greater mass in relation to their length 

compared to proximal primary feathers. These greater mass-length scaling relationships may be of 

functional significance, where distal primary feathers have to be stronger and more rigid to cope with 

aerodynamic forces associated with flight. However, secondary feathers of all species showed a highly 

significant linear correlation. Rachis width and barb density are the microstructural parameters that 

showed highly significant differences between proximal and distal parts of the primary feathers, but 

only minor differences between species. The results revealed distinct differences between the distal 

primaries of the two clapping larks and the non-clapping larks and the African pipit. 

 

A STUDY ON THE ISOLATED POPULATIONS OF GURNEY’S SUGARBIRD PROMEROPS GURNEYI IN 
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Abstract 

The distribution range of Gurney’s Sugarbird (Promerops gurneyi) is mainly confined to the eastern 

Drakensberg escarpment from the Eastern Cape, towards the Kwazulu-Natal escarpment, the eastern 

Free State and further eastwards on the Mpumalanga escarpment in association with Protea 

woodland, mainly (Protea roupelliae). Isolated populations of the sugarbirds also occur in the 

Waterberg, Strydpoort, Wolkberg and Soutpansberg mountain ranges of Limpopo. The race P. g. 

ardens occurs in the eastern highlands of Zimbabwe and adjacent Mozambique. A long-term study 
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has taken place in Lydenburg, eastern Mpumalanga, since the late 1980s and was initiated to study 

their seasonal movements, association with proteas and their general biology. We present  a 

comparative study on the sugarbird populations of Limpopo Province with those occurring in isolated 

islands on mountain plateaus in protea veld, mostly surrounded by plantations. A mark recapture 

research project was initiated in 2017 to study the sugarbird’s association with the isolated island 

localities in Limpopo Province, their possible dispersal between sites, to assess population 

demography, and to collect blood samples for DNA extraction. Sugarbird sites in Limpopo were located 

at Lajuma Res Centre, Soutpansberg, Bifrost, Iron Crown Mountain and Rhebokvlei, Blouberg 

mountains as well as Scnelkop and Hwiti Mountains in Haernertsburg areas. To date, a total of 19 

sugarbirds were ringed at the different localities and biometric and blood samples were collected. The 

first few years were spent locating suitable, assessable study sites, hence the low numbers captured 

to date. Although only 3 recaptures were obtained so far, all of these show fidelity to Protea study 

sites (Hwiti Mountain, longest elapsed time recorded was 16 months). This supports findings on site 

fidelity of this species (breeding sites, nectar source) as found in previous studies at Lydenburg, 

Mpumulanga in the 1990s. This will be the first time a study will be initiated on the isolated 

populations of Limpopo Province in this sugarbird species. This study also provides the opportunity to 

obtain comparative data on biometrics, movements, breeding biology, their association with P. 

roupelliae localities with previous research done at Lydenburg, Mpumalanga and eastern Free State 

in the 1990s and 2000s. 
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Abstract 
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Some species of birds show no geographical variation while others present widespread complex 

geographical variation morphologically rendering them polytypic in nature. The Southern Boubou 

Laniarius ferrugineus (Gmelin, 1788), a southern African endemic is one such species with prominent 

geographic variation and unknown genetic structure. Despite the traditional way of relying on 

morphology and patterns of distribution ranges to understand intraspecific variation and its origin, 

this study explored the geographic structure of genetic variation across the distribution range of L. 

ferrugineus. Mitochondrial ATP6 and three nuclear introns (FGB5, MUSK, TGFb2) from historical and 

modern samples were explored. The unique haplotype Bayesian phylogeny points to a strongly 

supported divergence in L. ferrugineus forming two major distinct lineages. The geographic 

distributions of the lineages and the estimated divergence time suggest spatial separation that is in 

line with climatic changes that occurred approx. 1.5 million years ago. The distinct lineages are 

represented by the southern (ferrugineus /natalensis /pondoensis) and the northern (transvaalensis 

/tongensis /savensis) lineages. The ATP6 95% parsimony network outcome mirrors the haplotype 

Bayesian phylogeny. Our recommendation is that Laniarius ferrugineus should be split into two 

species: one representing the southern clade: L. f. ferrugineus (Gmelin, 1788); L. f. natalensis (Roberts, 

1922) and L. f. pondoensis (Roberts, 1922) and another species representing members of the northern 

clade: L. f. transvaalensis (Roberts, 1922); L. f. tongensis (Roberts, 1931) and L. f. savensis (da Rosa 

Pinto, 1963). Therefore, based on priority, the southern species should be named Laniarius ferrugineus 

(Gmelin, 1788). The northern species should be named Laniarius transvaalensis (Roberts, 1922). These 

findings have implications on the current taxonomic circumscription, our general perspective about 

geographical variation and conservation of this species. Future work should consider resolving the 

differentiation within the south and north. 
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Abstract 

The temporary confinement of wild birds is often necessary for research purposes. However, 

confinement in captivity exposes birds to a wide range of novel stressors. The avian stress response 

to captivity includes an increase in circulating glucocorticoid (GC) concentrations and consequently 

increased faecal glucocorticoid metabolites (fGCM) concentrations in droppings. One set of factors 

known to influence stress responses to captivity concerns conditions under which birds are housed, 

such as indoor versus outdoor housing. This study aimed to evaluate alterations in fGCM 

concentrations, as a measure of stress, associated with two common types of captive housing; indoor 

cages and outdoor aviaries. Ten laughing doves (Spilopelia senegalensis) were housed in indoor cages 

and another ten in outdoor aviaries for ten weeks. Droppings were collected on a weekly basis in each 

treatment, and fGCM concentrations were quantified with an enzyme immunoassay (EIA) utilizing 

antibodies against 5α-pregnane-3β,11β,21-triol-20-one.  Faecal GCM concentrations were higher in 

birds housed indoors than in birds housed outdoors. In both treatment groups, fGCM concentrations 

were highest at the beginning of captivity. These results indicate that while captivity is a significant 

stressor for laughing doves, birds housed in larger, more natural captive settings have lower GC levels. 

While stress responses to capture are species-specific, this study is a positive step towards improving 

the welfare of research birds under human care. 
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Abstract 

Studies of the sensitivity of arid-zone birds to climate change have largely focused on thermal 

physiology and behaviours related to heat dissipation. Far less effort has been directed towards 

elucidating the role of physiological stress pathways in mediating avian responses to global heating. 

For free-ranging Southern Pied Babblers (Turdoides bicolor), daily maximum air temperatures (Tmax) 

between ~35°C and ~40°C result in reduced foraging efficiency, progressive loss of body mass and 

compromised breeding success, leading us to hypothesise that very hot days’ act as stressors for this 

species. We tested this hypothesis by quantifying relationships between Tmax and faecal 

glucocorticoid metabolite (fGCM) level in naturally-excreted droppings. On days when Tmax remained 

< 38 ⁰C, fGCM concentrations in droppings collected after 15:00 were independent of Tmax, averaging 

140.25 ± 56.92 ng g-1 DW (mean ± SD). On days when Tmax > 38 ⁰C, however, fGCM levels increased 

linearly to a maximum of 190.79 ± 70.13 ng g-1 DW at Tmax = 41 ⁰C. The effects of Tmax on fGCM 

levels did not carry over to the following morning, with no relationship between fGCM levels in the 

morning and Tmax of the previous day. These results suggest that very hot days are perceived by 

Southern Pied Babblers as acute, but not chronic, stressors. The fGCM levels we measured are likely 

to represent a biologically meaningful response to an environmental stressor (high Tmax), suggesting 

a physiological mechanism underlying observed changes in behaviour and reproductive success at 

high environmental temperatures in this species. 
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Abstract 

Figs (Ficus spp.) are a diverse taxon of woody plants that play keystone ecological roles. They provide 

nutritional and aseasonal fruit crops that are consumed by many frugivores, often in times of fruit 

scarcity. In a mutually beneficial relationship, the plants also benefit from seed dispersal by birds and 

mammals away from the parent plants enhancing germination and plant recruitment. Here, we 

assessed the effect of ingestion of Ficus fruit by avian frugivores, compared with manually de-pulped 

fruit and whole fruits, on seedling emergence and cumulative germination of three Ficus spp. (F. sur, 

F. lutea and F. natalensis). Fruits of Ficus spp. were fed to Dark-capped Bulbuls (Pycnonotus tricolor), 

Knysna Turacos (Tauraco corythaix), Purple-crested Turaco (Gallirex porphyreolophus), Red-winged 

Starlings (Onychognathus morio), Speckled Mousebirds (Colius striatus) and invasive Rose-ringed 

Parakeets (Psittacula krameria). We recorded seed retention time as the time from the ingestion of 

seeds to the first appearance when excreted by the birds. Seeds removed from excreta, manually de-

pulped seeds, and whole fruit were planted concurrently in soil trays in a greenhouse. Seedling 

emergence was recorded daily. Germination success of avian ingested seeds increased significantly 

compared with seeds in whole fruit and manually de-pulped seeds, except seed germination for F. sur 

seeds ingested by Dark-capped Bulbuls. Ingested seeds germinated the fastest, followed by seeds in 

whole fruits and lastly de-pulped seeds. Ficus sur and F. lutea ingested seeds had higher germination 

percentages than F. natalensis. Our results showed that ingestion by birds had typically improved Ficus 

seed germination as well as the additional positive effects of seed movement. These findings have 

important implications with the potential to improve Ficus seed dispersal, promote regeneration and 

sustain populations of the many vertebrates that depend on fig fruit. 

 

REVIVING INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND BUILDING CRUCIAL PARTNERSHIPS, ONE BIRD AT A TIME 
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Abstract 

Nine years ago, a two year old, Isiphile Jakatyana was fascinated by a Southern Ground-Hornbill 

(Bucorvus leadbeateri) when he saw it for the first time in a grassland near the Umzimkhulu River. 

“Inkhukhu!” he exclaimed (calling it “Fowl”). This incident was the catalyst for many birding 
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partnerships for the Women’s Leadership and Training Programme (WLTP) in conservation work 

related to the Southern Ground Hornbill, in the Harry Gwala District of KwaZulu Natal. WLTP has 

established partnerships with the Mabula Ground Hornbill Project and with leaders of the Madzikane 

Traditional Authority (TA) in the Centocow area and Shiyabanye TA in Hlokozi. The Traditional elders 

also have special Indigenous Knowledge and relationship with Ground Hornbills. After four WLTP girls 

attended the UNCBD COP 10 in Nagoya Japan, WLTP began to address the Aichi Biodiversity Targets 

by establishing three bird clubs for girls and a few boys in KwaMashu, Centocow and Hlokozi, where 

birding was previously an unknown activity. The SANBI Biodiversity for Development report 

emphasises the landscape approach that encourages partnerships of diverse multisectoral 

stakeholders to mainstream biodiversity conservation beyond the boundaries of protected areas. 

Such partnerships work. Birding has unlocked unusual, crucial, strategic and intergenerational 

partnerships and relationships between rural and township youth and older people. WLTP girls have 

built relationships with individual members of BLSA affiliated clubs and with the clubs themselves, and 

in so doing have developed a deep love for and a growing level of awareness of birds. This dispels the 

myth that girls in rural and especially township areas are not interested in nature. Members of the 

WLTP clubs have also taken part in the Cape Parrot (Poicephalus robustus) annual count on a number 

of occasions and are beginning to forge a partnership with the Bald Ibis (Geronticus calvus) Working 

Group. Psycho-social benefits will accrue in building bridges between the different races in the birding 

fraternity to shape an equitable common future for all species. WLTP is now seeking partnerships to 

establish KBAs incorporating Madzikane, Shiyabanye, amaKhuze and Nhlangwini as well as adjacent 

areas frequented by iconic birds and other Red-listed taxa. We are sure this process will reveal the 

rich biodiversity in communal areas and lead to plans for conservation to contribute to the targets of 

SDG 15 and those to be forged at the UNCBD COP 15 later this year. 

 

AMAGAMA EZINYONI 
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Abstract 

South Africa's official language policy requires that where words, for example names and technical 

words, are missing in any of the indigenous languages such words need to be derived that are 

appropriate to that language. Further, these new words must be incorporated by lexicographers into 
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dictionaries. The Zulu Bird Names Project achieved this comprehensively for the 550 bird species 

found in KwaZulu-Natal through a rigorous, research, linguistic, participatory and consultative process 

undertaken over six years. The publication of the results in two books provides an essential resource 

for use by learners, academics, birders, nature conservation personnel working in KwaZulu Natal. And 

as a repository for this information, these books enrich the cultural importance and values of birds for 

the Zulu people. The method developed here is recommended as the best and most applicable to be 

used by others to derive and list the names of plants and animals in all the other official languages. 

These 'common' names must be incorporated into species field guides that are complied and 

published for use by people. Further it is recommended that such common names are used in 

brochures and publicity material, especially that produced by nature conservation authorities. In 

addition, species check lists which form part of reserve management plans, must be comprehensive 

by incorporating these names so that they are 'on hand' and can be used by managers. 
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SEABIRDS AS OCEAN SENTINELS 

 

SPEAKER: Prof. Pierre Pistorius 

Professor in Marine Biology, Nelson Mandela University, South Africa 

 

Abstract 

Our understanding of patterns and processes in marine biodiversity is often limited by the difficulty in 

observing the full range of fascinating ocean critters, particularly those at lower trophic levels. In 

contrast, seabirds are generally visible and readily available for observations, at least while breeding 

and confined to land. During the breeding period important demographic information, such as 

population growth and breeding success, can be obtained. As they are readily accessible during the 

breeding season, a range of behavioural characteristics, such as at-sea movement patterns and habitat 

use, can be gathered throughout their life cycle by deploying animal-borne instrumentation. Being at 

the upper end of the food chain, seabirds absorb lower-level ecosystem changes in these measurable 

characteristics and can therefore be used as sentinels to monitor changes in entire ecosystems. In this 

presentation, Dr Pistorius will discuss case studies of recent and ongoing research on seabirds as 

marine sentinels and highlight how they can be used to better understand and manage changes in 

marine systems. Much of this work has been enabled through advancements in ‘biologging science’ – 

the science of studying animals through deployment of instrumentation. Dr Pistorius will show how 

the increasing volume of seabird tracking data is used for the identification of areas of Ecological and 

Biological Importance Areas (EBSA’s) that may warrant spatial protection. Deploying bird-borne 

miniature video cameras is proving to be an important extension of the use of seabirds to study 
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generally unobservable features of marine ecosystems. Dr Pistorius will conclude the presentation by 

giving some recent examples of using video cameras to study benthic invertebrate diversity, ecological 

contexts associated with movement data, social interactions, predator-prey relationships and a range 

of other facets relevant to the biology and conservation of seabirds and the ecosystems they depend 

on. 

 

SESSION: SEABIRDS 
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Abstract 

Marine traffic has increased significantly since the turn of the century with associated amplification of 

noise fields having an important bearing on marine animals that utilise the same environment. The 

impacts of increased shipping traffic on seabirds is likely to become a major concern for seabirds that 

breed and forage close to busy maritime areas. The largest colony of the endangered African Penguin 

(Spheniscus demersus) at St Croix Island is situated adjacent to one of the busiest marine traffic regions 

in South Africa. Marine traffic has increased significantly since 2016 when ship-to-ship bunkering 

activities commenced near the penguin colony. The breeding population of African Penguins here 

decreased by > 50 % since this time and we investigated if increased marine traffic, and associated 

marine noise, had any influence on this trend. To do this we compared temporal trends in location 

fixes of stationary and in-transit vessels in Algoa Bay, using Automatic Identification System data, to 

the number of penguin breeding pairs before and after significant change-points in vessel traffic 

volumes. The results are discussed considering the current potential for maritime influences on 

threatened seabird colonies and various approaches that can hopefully mitigate these threats. 
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Abstract 

The population of the Endangered African Penguin (Spheniscus demersus) has decreased by > 70% 

since the turn of the century. The major driver behind this trajectory is the reduced availability of their 

main prey, sardine Sardinops sagax and anchovy Engraulis encrasicolus. Thus far, conservation and 

preservation efforts have focused on marine spatial management strategies to increase prey 

availability to the penguins during the breeding season. However, for long-lived species, such as 

seabirds, population trajectories are most sensitive to juvenile and adult mortality and it is outside of 

the breeding season that the probability for adult mortality is at its highest. Once a year, penguin 

undergo a land bound annual moult, during which they are reliant on endogenous fat stores. If fat 

stores are insufficient during this critical life history stage it could result in starvation and death. 

Similarly, if they do not restore their body condition quickly enough after they moult, they may decide 

not to breed. We therefore aimed to identify important foraging areas of African penguins before and 

after their annual moult (i.e. pre- and post- moult stages) using GPS logger deployed on penguins 

between 2012 - 2019 at three of their major colonies: Dassen Island and Stony Point (Western Cape) 

and Bird Island (Eastern Cape). Furthermore, we investigated whether the annual amount of sardine 

and anchovy taken by purse-seine fisheries influenced the annual path metrics of pre-moult Dassen 

Island penguins. Using methods developed by BirdLife International, we identified the immediate area 

around each colony as Important Bird Areas (IBA) for pre- and post-moult penguins at all three 

colonies. In addition, the Western Cape penguins had a second shared IBA, east of Cape Agulhus. This 

second IBA matches the recent south-eastward distributional shift of anchovy and sardine and 

suggests that penguins departing from Dassen Island may need to travel further to find sufficient prey 

to fatten up for their annual moult. In agreement with this, we found that the individual penguin path 

metrics positively correlated to the portion of fish taken by fisheries by the start of each year’s tracking 

season, with a greater influence on the amount of sardine that had been taken opposed to anchovy. 

mailto:Tegan.Carpenter-Kling@birdlife.org.za


45 
 

Our findings firstly highlight important areas of non-breeding African Penguins and secondly strongly 

recommend that fisheries related spatial management strategies for the African Penguins during the 

breeding season should extend to other critical life history stages (pre- and post-moult). 
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Abstract 

Diseases affect a large number of seabird species worldwide annually and can cause high mortalities 

that are potentially conservation-threatening. The impacts of such mortality events on southern 

African seabirds is shown by the death of 1300 common terns due to avian influenza in 1961 and the 

death of over 14000 Cape cormorants due to avian cholera on Dyer Island in 2004/05. More recently, 

the 2017/18 outbreak of the H5N8 strain of avian influenza in domestic poultry and wild birds caused 

the death of more than 7500 seabirds in South Africa. The outbreak of avian influenza in South Africa 

has demonstrated the need for continuous disease surveillance and the need for outbreak 

preparedness plans in order to intervene as early as possible and prevent pathogens from spreading 

among seabird colonies. The Southern African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds 

(SANCCOB) is a leader in Seabird disease surveillance and treats up to 2000 seabirds annually, of which 

1000 are African penguins. The health and pathology research conducted at SANCCOB is ongoing and 

currently involves data collection, analysis, write-up and publication of data on work that has been 

done in the last 15 years at SANCCOB. This work functions as passive disease surveillance as well as 

providing information for evaluating disease risk to the seabird populations. We will highlight the gaps 

in the current monitoring and preparedness regarding seabird diseases and propose the 

establishment of an on-going disease surveillance programme. Improved outbreak response plans 

through expanded efforts to conduct post-mortem examination, laboratory tests for pathogens 

known to be of high conservation concern are needed to assist South African government (DEA), 
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managing conservation authorities (Cape Nature and SANParks) and the state veterinary services in 

the development of a contingency plan for disease outbreaks in seabird colonies. 
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Abstract 

In January 2021, SANCCOB was alerted to a mass abandonment of Cape Cormorants (Phalacrocorax 

capensis) breeding on Robben Island. As adults left their offspring, small chicks were being predated 

by Kelp Gulls (Larus dominicanus) and African Sacred Ibis (Threskiornis aethiopicus) and many died of 

being exposed to the environment and of starvation. SANCCOB, together with Robben Island Museum 

and Two Oceans Aquarium, managed to rescue over 1800 Cape Cormorant chicks from the island over 

three days and subsequently hand-reared them at the SANCCOB centre in Table View. An additional 

173 chicks were rescued from Jutten Island (with support from SANParks and PelicanWatch 

volunteers) a week later, also having been abandoned by their parents. After an initial high mortality 

in the first week, the remaining chicks were successfully hand-reared and over 1000 Cape Cormorants 

are being released back into the wild. The suspected reasons for the mass abandonment are a lack of 

food due to low levels of small pelagic fish stocks, primarily sardine; a mismatch in timing of breeding 

and food availability and hot weather conditions. With predicted increases in heat events due to 

climate change which will also further negatively affect fish availability, these mass abandonments 

may become more frequent. SANCCOB is thus committed to improve its rescue, rehabilitation and 

release efforts to prevent a further decline of this endangered seabird species. Post-release 

monitoring is currently underway to assess the long term survival of rehabilitated cormorants. 

 

TIMING, DURATION AND SYMMETRY OF MOULT IN CAPE GANNETS (MORUS CAPENSIS). 

mailto:katta@sanccob.co.za


47 
 

O.E. Adekola1,2, R.J.M. Crawford3, B.M. Dyer3, A.B. Makhado3, L. Upfold3 & P.G. Ryan1 

 

1FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DST-NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, 

Rondebosch, 7701, South Africa 

2Department of Ecotourism and Wildlife Management, Federal University of Technology, Akure, Ondo 

State, Nigeria 

3Department of Environmental Affairs, Marine and Coastal Management, Private Bag X2, Rogge Bay, 

8012, South Africa 

Contact: dunsin4christ@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 

Little is known about moult in sulids, including in gannets. The Cape Gannet (Morus capensis) is an 

endangered seabird endemic to southern Africa. We describe the timing, duration, symmetry and 

sequence of flight feather moult in Cape Gannets from two breeding colonies in South Africa. Using 

the Underhill-Zucchini model, we estimated moult parameters based on the proportion of feather 

mass grown. Adult Cape Gannets begin primary moult at the beginning of January (2–3 January ± 28 

days) at both colonies. Primary moult typically is protracted, with multiple active centres (mean ± SD 

1.8 ± 0.8, range 1–4) and 2.0 ± 0.9 feathers growing at once (range 1–5). Despite this, not all primaries 

are replaced each year, with the proportion replaced greater in birds captured during 2018-2019 (0.66 

± 0.46) than during 2002-2004 (0.43 ± 0.33). Primary moult is completed by early June at Malgas Island 

(estimated duration of moult ± SE, 153.9 ± 4.1 days) and late June at Lambert’s Bay (176.5 ± 5.5 days). 

Secondary moult commenced in late January and proceeded from three nodal points (S25, S4 and 

S26). Despite more secondaries being grown at once than primaries (3.3 ± 1.9, range 1–8), 8% of birds 

were still moulting secondaries at the start of the breeding season (August to October). However, it 

was not certain that these individuals were breeding. Tail moult also overlapped with that of the 

primaries. The order of tail moult varied among individuals, with multiple active centres (2.7 ± 1.2, 1–

6) and 2.9 ± 1.3 feathers growing at once (range 1–6). Almost all primary (98%) and secondary moult 

(97%) was symmetrical, but there was little symmetry in tail moult (24%). Rectrix symmetry tended to 

be greater among gannets at Malgas Island (T1: 58%; T2-T6: 67-73%) than at Lambert’s Bay (T1: 50%; 

T2-T6: 55–66%), despite the similar probability of feather replacement at both colonies. Differences 

in moult duration and perhaps asymmetry between locations may be due to foraging conditions, given 

that Lambert’s Bay gannets are thought to be under greater food stress than Malgas Island birds. 
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PELAGIC SEABIRDS ALONG THE KZN COAST - SPECIES RICHNESS, SEASONALITY AND ABUNDANCE. 
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Abstract 

This presentation will examine the species richness, seasonality and abundance of pelagic seabirds 

(mainly Procellariiformes but also including some or all members of the Sulidae (gannets and boobies), 

Laridae (gulls and terns) and Stercorariidae (skuas and jaegers) along the KZN coast. The primary 

sources of information, include published literature, relevant records accepted by the national (South 

Africa) and provincial (KZN) rarities committees, records from dedicated boat-based pelagic seabird 

trips, museum specimens, and bird ringing and recovery records. Many of the pelagic seabird species 

considered here are decreasing and are considered formally threatened. This review examines 

evidence for changes in the abundance of these birds off the KZN coast. It also provides baseline 

information against which future shifts in status can be gauged, especially in the face of global climate 

change. 

 

A SIGNIFICANT SHIFT IN CEPHALOPOD DIET OF THE SOOTY ALBATROSS (PHOEBETRIA FUSCA) 

DURING A PRONOUNCED EL-NIÑO EVENT. 

S Banda1, M. Connan1, P. Pistorius1 
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Abstract 

The ever-growing recognition that the global system is a collection of interconnected components, 

has increased awareness of the importance of biodiversity and its conservation. Climate-driven 

changes in the Southern Ocean ecosystems are among the most globally pronounced and have 

resulted in a major system shift. Studies on the trophic ecology of populations are valuable for 

detecting and monitoring changes in lower trophic levels and the ecosystem as a whole. This lends to 

the assessment of vulnerability and responses to changing environmental conditions. The endangered 

Sooty Albatross (Phoebetria fusca) is one of the four albatross species breeding on sub-Antarctic 
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Marion Island. This study used a combination of stomach content and stable isotope analysis to assess 

changes in the diet, trophic level and location of feeding zones over three years (2015-2017) including 

a pronounced El-Niño event (2015/16). A total of 4481 upper and 4035 lower accumulated cephalopod 

beaks were isolated from diet samples collected from 65 individuals. A dietary shift was evident in 

2016 which had a significantly lower cephalopod species diversity and relative abundance compared 

to 2015 and 2017. Furthermore, there was a complete shift in dominance between Batoteuthis skolops 

and Galiteuthis glacialis in the diet. The decrease in cephalopod relative abundance in 2016 coincided 

with an increase in bird remains in their diet. Stable isotope analysis revealed that most individuals 

fed in similar waters over the three-year study period indicating that environmental conditions, rather 

than different foraging locations, were likely responsible for the dietary shift. This is suggestive of a 

dynamic nature in the structure of the Southern Ocean cephalopod community. The sensitivity of 

lower trophic levels to environmental variability, as demonstrated through the use of a marine top 

predator as a biological sampler, suggests that Southern Ocean communities are likely to experience 

significant changes in this rapidly changing environment. 

 

BIRD-SCARING LINE COMPLIANCE DEVICE 

A. Angel & R. Nyengera 
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Abstract 

Birdlife South Africa (BLSA) and Imvelo Blue Environment Consultancy (Imvelo) partnered to further 

the development of a pilot Bird-scaring Line (BSL) compliance monitoring device. The device records 

the mechanical tension of a deployed BSL, converting it into an electronic signal through a process 

called mechatronic engineering. The device can be fine-tuned by adjusting the sensitivity and 

frequency with which the tension is captured and used across a range of fleets and with different types 

of BSLs. Seven vessels were selected to trial the device based on gear type and the vessel owner’s 

willingness to participate. The trials were conducted as part of regular fisheries observer deployments 

to ensure deployment and verification of data collected.  The device collects tension data, linked to a 

date and time and will capture data for the duration of time that a BSL is deployed, generating ‘tension 

profiles’. Preliminary results show that these can be built up over time to allow for the generation of 

fleet specific identification that can be evaluated in the absence of on-board observers. The date and 
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time stamp, together with geolocation confirmed through logbooks or a potentially additional feature 

of the device itself, is potentially a useful way to confirm mandatory night setting in longline fleet. 

 

SESSION: FOREST ECOLOGY 

 

DOES ANTHROPOGENIC FRAGMENTATION SELECTIVELY FILTER AVIAN PHYLOGENETIC DIVERSITY 

IN A CRITICALLY ENDANGERED FOREST SYSTEM? 

D.A. Ehlers Smith, S. Willows-Munro, Y.C. Ehlers Smith & C.T. Downs 
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Abstract 

Documenting phylogenetic diversity for conservation practice allows elucidation of ecosystem 

functioning and processes by highlighting the commonality and divergence of species’ functional traits 

within their evolutionary context. Conserving distinct evolutionary histories has intrinsic value and 

conservation of phylogenetically diverse communities is more likely to preserve distinct or relic 

evolutionary lineages. We explored the potential for anthropogenic forest fragmentation to act as a 

selective filter of avian phylogenetic diversity within the community of forest-dependent birds of the 

critically endangered Indian Ocean Coastal Belt Forest (IOCBF), South Africa. We conducted avian 

point count surveys during the austral breeding season, and calculated fragmentation metrics of forest 

structural complexity, patch size and isolation. We constructed separate maximum likelihood 

phylogenies using two mitochondrial genes and three nuclear markers and measured the influence of 

the fragmentation metrics on six measures of phylogenetic diversity. We calculated phylogenetic 

signal on functional traits to test for phylogenetic niche conservatism. Our results indicated that the 

avian community was variously affected by anthropogenic forest fragmentation, with the different 

metrics of phylogenetic diversity responding with no definitive overall pattern; however, forest 

structural complexity emerged as an important metric explaining phylogenetic structuring. While the 

phylogenetic diversity of the avian community displayed resilience to anthropogenic fragmentation, 

previous research showed a reduction in functional diversity along the fragmentation gradient. We 

therefore recommend studies that aim to guide conservation management incorporate both 

mailto:daveblpr@hotmail.com


51 
 

phylogenetic and functional diversity measures to sufficiently interrogate the resilience of 

communities to the threats under investigation. 

 

OCCUPANCY OF TWO AVIAN FOREST SPECIALISTS IN MISTBELT FORESTS OF KWAZULU-NATAL AND 

EASTERN CAPE, SOUTH AFRICA. 

S.T. Gumede, D.A. Ehlers Smith, S. Ngcobo, M. Sosibo, Y.C. Ehlers Smith & C.T. Downs 

 

School of Life Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Private Bag X01, Scottsville, 3209, 

Pietermaritzburg, South Africa 

Contact: thobekagumede123@gmail.com  

 

Abstract 

Human population increase has resulted in reduction, isolation of natural habitat, challenging 

specialist species unable to survive in fragmented habitats. Measuring specific habitat requirements 

of forest specialists in fragmented natural habitats is vital for conservation. Camera-trap surveys and 

microhabitat-scale covariates were used to assess the habitat requirement of a range-restricted forest 

specialist, the Orange Ground Thrush (Geokichla gurneyi) during breeding season (September-

February) of 2018-2019 in the Mistbelt Forests of KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape, South Africa. 

Camera-trap surveys of a 21-day period were conducted at 420 sites across 24 forest patches in 

Creighton, Kokstad and Umtata and we modelled its probability of occupancy and detection. Stem 

density of trees 2-5 m and 11-15 m, short grass cover and short herb cover were important site 

covariates, suggesting multiple habitat structures were preferred. Avian forest specialists play a vital 

role in providing ecosystem functioning services perpetuating forest habitats. Conservation of their 

natural habitat heterogeneity is integral to management plans to prevent decline of such species. 

 

SESSION: LARGE TERRESTRIAL BIRDS 

 

A PREDICTIVE MODEL FOR IMPROVING PLACEMENT OF WIND TURBINES TO MINIMISE COLLISION 

RISK POTENTIAL FOR A LARGE SOARING RAPTOR 

M. Murgatroyd1,2,3, W. Bouten4 & A, Amar1 

  

1FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence, Department of Biological 

Science, University of Cape Town, Rondebosch, 7701, South Africa 

mailto:thobekagumede123@gmail.com


52 
 

2HawkWatch International, 2240, South 900 East, Salt Lake City, Utah 84106, USA. 

3The Endangered Wildlife Trust, Johannesburg, South Africa 

4Theoretical and Computational Ecology, Institute for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Dynamics, University 

of Amsterdam, Netherlands 

Contact: mmurgatroyd@hawkwatch.org 

 

Abstract 

The Convention on Biological Diversity’s (CBD) (CBD 2018) defined an ‘Other Effective Area-based 

Conservation Measure’ as: “A geographically defined area other than a Protected Area, which is 

governed and managed in ways that achieve positive and sustained long-term outcomes for the in situ 

conservation of biodiversity, with associated ecosystem functions and services and where applicable, 

cultural, spiritual, socio-economic, and other locally relevant values”. South Africa undertook the first 

country-level assessment to determine both the type and extent of OECMs. Of the nine sites assessed 

in the Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Reserve case study area, six sites qualified as OECMs, while one 

of the privately-owned properties remained a Candidate OECM pending improvements in governance 

and management. The six qualifying sites constituted 60% of the 27,864 hectares assessed. None of 

these qualifying sites are currently recognised and reported as part of the conservation estate. This 

project highlighted several key lessons. Firstly, the OECM framework will facilitate the reporting of 

South Africa's conservation estate nationally and internationally, assisting with formalising 

conservation areas in South Africa. Secondly, OECMs provide an opportunity to create more 

interconnected landscapes and seascapes in combination with protected areas. Thirdly, OECMs 

facilitate the inclusion of a diverse range of rights-holders and stakeholders who are contributing to 

area-based conservation. These include previously marginalised groups, land use types, and sectors. 

Lastly, OECMs can play a role in supporting local economies that are simultaneously safeguarding 

biodiversity and ecological assets. They offer an opportunity to strengthen governance structures that 

can attract conservation finance investment.  

 

THE NATIONAL MONITORING PLAN FOR SOUTHERN GROUND-HORNBILLS (BUCORVUS 

LEADBEATERI). 
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Abstract 

Southern Ground-Hornbills (Bucorvus leadbeateri) are notoriously difficult to monitor, because of 

their extremely large territories (60-100km2) in relation to body size, their low population numbers, 

and their primarily terrestrial and group behaviour where they cover large areas together. 

Additionally, these birds occur through a range of habitat and land-use types, from community and 

agricultural land to plantations and protected areas through the Limpopo, Mpumalanga, KwaZulu-

Natal, and Eastern Cape Provinces. Many of these landscapes do not attract birders and atlassers alike 

and thus are often under-sampled. Analyses of SABAP1 and 2 have either vastly under- or over-

estimated the national population with 20-37% negative error and does not allow for ongoing, 

comparable surveillance. To improve the monitoring of the species the Mabula Ground Hornbill 

Project, together with EKZN, designed a novel plan for monitoring Southern Ground-Hornbill in South 

Africa. The monitoring, like for SABAP, is based on the South African pentad systems, as a proxy for an 

average Southern Ground-Hornbill territory s (8 x 8km or 61km2). The monitoring works around a 

four-year cycle where pentads are assessed annually for Southern Ground-Hornbill presence. A base 

map of Southern Ground-Hornbill sightings was produced for the years 2009-2019 to establish a 

starting point.   The plan relies heavily on active searching by the Mabula Ground Hornbill team and 

consolidating a variety of citizen science data annually. Active searching takes place during educational 

outreach programs, annual nest monitoring throughout South Africa, and pre-determined 

assessments of areas of concern. The citizen science aspect relies primarily on BirdLasser data, Kruger 

National Park visitors, and the Champions programme set up by the project, which provides sightings 

by community members, tribal authorities, landowners, large corporations, and governmental sectors 

living in and utilising Southern Ground-Hornbill habitat as active participants in its conservation. 

Preliminary results from the first year of monitoring (2020) has identified over 100 new pentads to the 

base map where Southern Ground-Hornbills had previously not been observed, and a total of 5000 

records. This approach highlights areas where new champions need to be nurtured, informs 

reintroduction efforts, brings new people into conservation action, and will, after four years, highlight 

the efficacy of various conservation tools and where populations are most at threat. 

 

WATTLED CRANE (BUGERANUS CARUNCULATUS) MOVEMENT AND HABITAT USE – 

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF SPACE. 

L. Jordan1,2, J. Streicher1, B. Coverdale3 & C.T Downs1 
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Abstract 

Wattled Crane (Bugeranus carunculatus) are Critically Endangered in South Africa with an estimated 

population of 359 individuals. The study aimed to expand the understanding of the movement ecology 

of Wattled Cranes at different life stages. Wild and captively reared Wattled Crane chicks were tracked 

to investigate non-breeding floater flock integration behaviour. The pre-fledgling chick’s behaviour 

(wild and captively reared) were compared to an adult Wattled Crane non-breeding floater flock 

integration. Seven Wattled Crane chicks (wild = 5, reared = 2) were ringed with solar powered 

GPS/GSM transmitters set to record a GPS fix every 15 minutes. One adult Wattled Crane was tracked 

using a back-pack GPS/GSM set to record a GPS fix every two hours. Three age stages were utilised for 

home range estimation for the wattled crane chicks (3-4 months, 5-6 months and >7 months). The 

before flight home range was estimated to be 0.5 - 2.3 km2 (3-4 months). There was a noticeable 

increase in home range size at the post fledgling class 2.2 - 4.9 km2 (5-6 months) and 4.2 - 12 km2 (>7 

months). Chicks show an increase of movement range with age up to one year. The results from this 

study support previous studies on home range and habitat utilisation for Wattled Crane. Behavioural 

comparisons between wild and captively reared Wattled Crane chicks will serve to determine the 

success of the isolation rearing processes. 

 

TEMPORAL AND SPATIAL CHANGES IN DDT: A GLOBAL SYSTEMATIC REVIEW 
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Abstract 
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Made famous by Rachel Carson’s ‘Silent Spring’, DDT has become possibly the most notorious 

pesticide on earth. Since its introduction in the 1940’s, this persistent organic pollutant has been 

undeniably linked to catastrophic declines in raptor populations worldwide and has given rise to 

considerable research on the topic. Populations of Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus) across the 

globe showed precipitous population declines that were directly linked to DDT induced eggshell 

thinning and the ensuing reduced reproductive success. Subsequent to the ban in DDT in most 

countries from the 1970’s, we have seen a fall in contamination rates. However, its persistence in the 

environment continues throughout the world. This is exacerbated by the decision of the World Health 

Organization in 2006 to support the reintroduction of DDT use for the control of vector-borne diseases 

in certain tropical countries. This systematic review aims to collect and summarize data on sampling 

of raptors for different organochlorine pollutants across the globe over the last 120 years. This review 

will illustrate the most common raptor species used in assessing DDT contamination in the 

environment, the years in which DDT in raptors were assessed the most and countries and geographic 

regions in which the most DDT contamination knowledge stems from. In subsequent analysis we aim 

to use these data to explore how DDT levels have changed around the globe, and whether trends 

differ between raptors with different life-history traits, or geographically. 
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