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The New year is off to a running start and the first of our exciting club trips have taken place, with many more
planned for the year. Let’s take the opportunity to go on these outings and spend more time exploring our
beautiful province. Remember to have your camera close by and enter your pics into the monthly Birdlife Polokwane photographic competition.
Thank you to all those members who wrote in sharing their fantastic trips and sightings with us.
Happy birding,
Daniel and Raelene.
The opinions expressed by contributors in this newsletter are not necessarily those of the editors or the committee of Birdlife Polokwane.

Cover page: Southern Ground Hornbill with a young Puffadder, Kruger National Park (February
2018) © Joe Grosel
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CLUB NEWS AND TRIP REPORTS
Bird club outing to Steendal
Lisa Grosel
Saturday February 3rd, a beautiful
summer’s morning was enjoyed by ten
members of Birdlife Polokwane at the very
picturesque Steendal farm situated approximately 20 km south of Polokwane
along the Kopermyn Road. The good rains
that fell at the end of January and the crystal clear skies on the day were just the right
ingredients required for a very productive
morning’s birding. After we were met at
the entrance gate at 06:30 by owner David
van Ryneveld, he escorted the convoy of

vehicles up a narrow track to his house nestled between large granite boulders and
bush thickets.
Soon after our arrival at the farmstead David showed us a path leading onto
a neighbouring farm which featured some
spectacular views from the top of a cluster
of granite koppies. Along this trail we had
good views of Mocking Cliff-Chat, Lazy Cisticola, Bar-throated Apalis, Amethyst Sunbird and the ever-present Dark-capped
Bulbuls and Cape White-eyes. We spent a
good 45 minutes or so birding from the top
of a large, flat rock overlooking some pristine mixed Acacia woodland below. Many
species were heard and some good birds

The ‘Steendallers’ enjoying the view from one of the highest points on the Polowane Plateau.
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The enigmatic Striped Pipit - one of the target species of day - posed beautifully for us.

seen from this vantage point, including Violet-backed Starling, Cinnamon-breasted
Bunting, Common House Martin, Redbilled Oxpecker, Marico Sunbird, Whitethroated Robin-Chat, Southern Boubou

and African Hawk-Eagle. Several Kudu,
Zebra and Impala were also spotted foraging in the valley below. While walking back
to the main trail, Richter flushed a nightjar
and after relocating it, it was identified as a
Fiery-necked Nightjar and
not the expected Freckled
which would be the species
of choice given the rocky
habitat.

The Lazy Cisticolas were not so lazy afterall and were seen in a mixed bird party.
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Then it was time for a
breakfast break and David
kindly opened up his home
and lovely outdoor entertainment area for this purpose.
After this interlude we were
back out there for another
walk along a paved track
leading through some lovely
The Lark 16, March/April 2018

rocky terrain. One of our highlights on this
excursion was getting superb views of
Striped Pipit, one of the target species for
the morning. Another interesting observation was seeing Greater Honeyguide,
Brown-backed Honeybird and Lesser
Honeyguide all within a space of ten
minutes. While watching the sub-adult
Greater Honeyguide, Joe alerted us to a peculiar call it was giving, explaining that this
beckoning call was given when the bird intends attracting the attention of a human
or Honey Badger in order to lead the interested party to a beehive. It didn’t take Joe
long to take the bird up on its offer and off
he went encouraging the bird even further
by giving some of his own whistles and
calls. While Joe headed up into the hills the
rest of us enjoyed sifting through a mixed
bird party which contained Southern Black
Tit, Willow Warbler, Chinspot Batis, Violeteared Waxbill, Common Scimitarbill, African Paradise-Flycatcher, Black-headed Oriole, Long-billed Crombec, Fork-tailed
Drongo (as usual) and some more Lazy Cisticolas. With the temperature rising, so
were the thermals and several Cape Vultures were seen soaring overhead. This
was also a good time to head back up the
trail. Joe soon caught up with us with news
that the Honeyguide had led him straight
to a beehive high up in the rocks. A few
brave souls were then taken cross country
to see the hive which had a tiny entrance
in the leaf-litter at the base of a large rock.
The poor honeyguide’s excitement soon
turned into disappointment as no-one in
the group was daring enough to go all the
way and open up the hive. I wonder why!

5

Back at the farmstead there was
time for some ‘tree spotting’ before we reluctantly headed back home after a thoroughly enjoyable morning. Some members of our group completed bird atlas
cards for the ‘Steendal’ pentad with close
on 90 species being recorded. Our sincere
appreciation goes to David for being such a
gracious host and allowing us onto his
beautiful farm and into his lovely home.

This space could be
yours.

Contact
TThis

Lisa

Grosel for advertising
rates.
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were thrilled to view this magnificent bird
in flight.

Targeting our 600 lifer!
th

Moving on from the majestic Dra-

Julia and Mark Friskin
Of course, a holiday is planned
around targeting specific birds, so Mark
and I headed first to Witsieshoek in the
Drakensberg, for an encounter with the
Bearded Vulture. Only on the third day the
weather cleared, and we positioned ourselves in the stone hide, keeping a keen
eye on the bones that were set out on a
rock above us. The Jackal Buzzard was the
first customer, giving us plenty of photographic opportunities as it ripped off any
leftover meat.
Then we waited ... and waited ... for
3 hours ... and finally decided we needed a
coffee break! As we were returning to the
Lodge, White necked Ravens heralded the
arrival of two soaring Bearded Vultures.
What an amazing sight as the one clasped
the bones and flew off to a distant mountain top. The other stayed longer and we

The magnificent Bearded Vulture.

kensberg we journeyed to the beautiful
forest region of Eshowe. The Trumpeter
Hornbills, White-eared Barbets, Yellowrumped Tinkerbirds and Woolly-necked
Storks were regular visitors to the garden
of our accommodation. Thankfully we
woke to clear skies after a
night of heavy rain and
met up with our enthusiastic local bird guide,
Sakhamuzi Mhlongo. Our
first lifers of the day were
the Rufous-winged Cisticolas perched on the
lines near the sugarcane
fields.
We
walked
through marshy land to
flush out the Black Coucal
and only after deciding to

Jackal Buzzard
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Trumpeter Hornbill near Eshowe

take a coffee break (sound familiar?!) did
this gorgeous bird appear from the thick
grass. We tried to get as close as possible

before it disappeared
back into the dense
undergrowth. The day
had started well and
we were delighted to
see flocks of Redheaded Queleas, Eastern Golden and Southern Brown-throated
Weavers.
Another
beauty of this area, the
Dark-backed Weaver,
was also added to our
list. Sakhamuzi's task
was to show us the
Green Barbet, so we
ventured to the Ngoye Forest where it is a
highly localised resident. At this stage it
was hot and humid and we were drenched
in perspiration as we
hunted for this special bird.
It eventually responded to
calls and we got a quick
sighting, resulting in much
jubilation as we celebrated
our 600th Lifer!
Richards Bay produced the Lesser Crested
Tern and the extraordinary
'banana-beaked'
Green
Malkoha. Early the next
morning we met a Belgian
couple on the viewing tower
in the Dlinza Forest. They
had set up a scope and
kindly invited us to view a
pair of Eastern Bronzenaped Pigeons perched on a
treetop.

Is it a super hero? Yes, it’s the Green Barbet 600!

7

The Lark 16, March/April 2018

Rosy-throated Longclaw

Green Malkoha

Our next destination was St Lucia,
where we hired the services of bird guide,
Themba Mthembu. We travelled some distance to False Bay Park and were rewarded
with Rudd's Apalis, Red-fronted Tinkerbird,
Grey Sunbird, Pink-throated Twinspot, several Sand Martins and Neergaard's Sunbird. In a rural area we traipsed through
knee-deep grass, hoping not to step on any
snakes, and both wondering why we put
ourselves through this?! The answer came
when the beautiful Rosy-throated
Longclaw made an appearance. Definitely
the Bird of the Day! I'll always remember St
Lucia for the Livingstone's Turaco, which
can't be missed in the Igwalogwala Trails.
After visiting the Mountains, the
Forests, the Sea and the Estuary we
headed for the Bush, and spent a few
nights in our favourite destination, the Kruger National Park. The Black-bellied Bustard and the Eurasian Golden Oriole were
unexpected lifers, giving us a tally of 23 for
this memorable trip.
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Bird ringing report: University of
Limpopo 2018-02-16
Derek Engelbrecht
Sometimes things don’t go as
planned, yet it all works out in the end. I
had such a day on 16th February 2018 when
I was ringing birds on the campus of the
University of Limpopo. I had a relatively
late start to the day and arrived at the ringing site about an hour later than I wanted
to. To make an already bad situation
worse, upon arrival it was still drizzling with
rain and I had to wait a few minutes before
I could get going erecting the mist nets.
Given that I was already running about one
and a half hours late, I decided to use only
five mist nets instead of my usual 10-12.
Nevertheless, no sooner were the
nets up and I had my first catch of the day,
and what a looker it was - a Little Beeeater. The nets rapidly started filling and I
had a difficult
time removing birds
from the nets
and processing
those already bagged.
Little Bee-eater
In particular, I had my
hands full with large numbers of small
seed-eaters such as waxbills, firefinches,
weavers and canaries. At one stage I closed
the nets for about an hour to allow me
some time to process the birds already
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Catch of the Day: a Long-tailed Paradise-Whydah.

caught. Some of the noteworthy catches
included a pair of Orange-breasted
Bushshrikes, Dideric Cuckoo, Lesser Striped
Swallow, Cape Penduline-tit, Garden Warbler, Long-tailed Paradise Whydah, Brimstone Canary, a clean sweep of the three
local firefinches (African, Jameson’s and
Red-billed Firefinch) and the stunning Violet-eared Waxbill will always crack the nod
on any list of significant catches. In total, 88
birds representing 35 species were ringed.
There were five retraps: two Dark-capped
Bulbuls, a Southern Masked-Weaver,
Scaly-feathered Finch and a Green-winged
Pytilia. The catches were dominated by
Blue Waxbills (17) and Southern MaskedWeavers (11), but the seven Acacia Pied
Barbets caught also deserve a mention. A
full list of species ringed can be seen in the
summary report below.
Catch of the day? Surely the Longtailed Paradise-Whydah, but my first Brimstone Canary deserves an honourable
mention.
The Lark 16, March/April 2018

Some of the birds caught at the University of Limpopo on 16 February 2018. From left to right, top to bottom: Cardinal
Woodpecker, Acacia Pied Barbet, Cinnamon-breasted Bunting, Diederik Cuckoo, Scaly-feathered Finch, Lesser Striped
Swallow, Orange-breasted Bushshrike, Long-tailed Paradise-Whydah and African Firefinch.

10

The Lark 16, March/April 2018

RINGING REPORT SUMMARY
Ringing site

University of Limpopo - NWSI grounds

Date

GPS

23°52'55.54"S; 29°44'31.52"E

Altitude (masl)

1315

Name of outing leader

Derek Engelbrecht

SAFRING nr.

1245

Other registered ringers

None

Habitat types targeted

Acacia thornveld

Weather conditions

Fine to hot 28°C with a slight breeze, rain early in the morning

Total number of nets erected

2018/02/16

5 Total length (m)
x6m

Net lengths

x 9m

5 x 12m

60
x20m

7:30 Time last net closed

Time first net up
Height of bottom shellf

1m

Other traps used

None

13:50

Nets were closed between 10:50 and 11:45 to allow time to process birds.
Birds ringed
Roberts nr.

Species

Birds retrapped
Immature

Adult

317 Laughing Dove

Ring nr.

Roberts nr.

Species

1 CA12463

545 Dark-capped Bulbul
545 Dark-capped Bulbul

352 Diederik Cuckoo

1 CA12453

390 Speckled Mousebird

3 AR97671

789 Scaly-feathered Finch

392 Red-faced Mousebird

1 BH18545

803 Southern Masked Weaver

410 Little Bee-eater

2 AR97682

830 Green-winged Pytilia

431 Black-collared Barbet

1

432 Acacia Pied Barbet

2

5

450 Cardinal Woodpecker

1

503 Lesser Striped Swallow

1

531 Cape Penduline-Tit

1

545 Dark-capped Bulbul

6

582 White-throated Robin-Chat

1

586 Kalahari Scrub-Robin

1

588 White-browed Scrub-Robin

1

1

595 Garden Warbler

1

599 Willow Warbler

2

607 Marsh Warbler

1

621 Long-billed Crombec
708 Red-backed Shrike

1

1

714 Brown-crowned Tchagra

1

719 Orange-breasted Bush-Shrike
763 White-bellied Sunbird

2
2

789 Scaly-feathered Finch

6

792 Lesser Masked Weaver
803 Southern Masked Weaver

2
4

7

830 Green-winged Pytilia

4

833 African Firefinch

1

835 Jameson's Firefinch

2

837 Red-billed Firefinch
839 Blue Waxbill

1
17

840 Violet-eared Waxbill

1

852 Long-tailed Paradise-Whydah

1

859 Yellow-fronted Canary

1

863 Brimstone Canary

1

872 Cinnamon-breasted (Rock) Bunting

1

Total number ringed

88 Total number retrapped

Number of species ringed

35 Species retrapped

Total birds caught

89 % Retraps
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Report on the 550 Limpopo Challenge for 2017
Joe Grosel
This engaging challenge was initiated by Birdlife Polokwane back in 2011
and has gained much appeal not only with
birders from within the province, but also
with those visiting from other provinces
and even with a few foreign birders as far
afield as the USA who have followed its
progress on social media. The concept is
simple: compile a running list of all the bird
species recorded within the borders of the
Limpopo Province in a calendar year. Reports of rarities and vagrants are normally
accompanied by photographs and are also
vetted according to the criteria used for
the South African Bird Atlas Project.
Previous year’s totals have never
seriously challenged the target mark of 550
species (see table below of past scores) so
Birdlife Polokwane Members were determined to go for a new record in 2017 and
by June over 500 species had already been
reported. As can be expected, things
started slowing down from there on and by
the beginning of December the list had
slowly crept up to the 540 mark. A concerted effort from a few resolute local birders got the total up to 549 by the middle of
December and then one final push in the
last two weeks of the year saw the tally surpassing the 550 mark with vagrant species
such as American Golden Plover, Caspian
Plover and Red-footed Falcon coming in

12

over that period. By the 31st December the
total number of birds reported for the Limpopo Province for the year stood at a
whopping 556, eclipsing the previous highest total by 13 species.
Thanks must go to all the birders
who contributed to this challenge and particularly those who went out of their way
to post a big score. As they say, records are
there to be broken, so let’s go for an even
greater total in 2018.
Below is a list of the 25 most significant records for 2017 based on scarcity of
the species in the province.
Limpopo 550 challenges scores from previous years.
Year
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Total
529
535
538
535
543
530

American Golden Plover ©Jody De Bruyn
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Species
Pink-backed Pelican
Rufous-bellied Heron
Rüppell's Vulture
Egyptian Vulture
Palm-nut Vulture
Sooty Falcon
Red-footed Falcon
Red-winged Francolin
Spotted Crake

Locality
Olifants River, KNP
Sebayeng wetlands
Blouberg Nature Reserve
Hoedspruit area
Mockford Farms
Kaalvallei Farm, Vaalwater
Chebeng grasslands
Ebenezer Dam peninsula
Nylsvley Nature Reserve

Striped Flufftail
Caspian Plover
American Golden Plover

Dap Naude Dam
Mooiplaas waterhole, KNP
Hout River Dam, Matlala

Grey Plover

Waterberg Farm Stay, Vaalwater
Engelhardt Dam, KNP
Letaba Estates, Tzaneen district
Foscor Mine dams, Phalaborwa
Engelhardt Dam, KNP
Witvlag Road, Louis Trichardt
Mathula Village, Jane Furse

Bar-tailed Godwit
Common Whimbrel
Gull-billed Tern
African Skimmer
Cape Eagle-Owl
Mountain Wheatear
Collared Palm-Thrush
Boulder Chat
Grey Wagtail
Tree Pipit
Purple-banded Sunbird
Red-headed Quelea

Makuleke Concession, KNP
Eshowe Farm, Limpopo River
Stanford Lake College, Haenertsburg
Wolkberg Mountains, near
Rheebokvlei
Makuleke Concession, KNP
Raptor's
View
Estate,
Hoedspruit

Observer
Joe Grosel
Jody De Bruyn
Johan Van Wyk
Jeremy Brown
Yana Mockford
Marius Claassen
Derek Engelbrecht
Dawie De Swart
Jody De Bruyn, Richter Van Tonder
Daniel Engelbrecht, Per Alström
John Kinghorn
Jody De Bruyn, Richter Van Tonder
Gerhardt Lorist

Date
2017-01-20
2017-01-28
2017-08-03
2017-06-08
2017-05-01
2017-05-06
2017-12-20
2017-08-19
2017-02-25
2017-12-14
2017-12-12
2017-12-19
2017-12-09

Mienkie Prinsloo
Johan Botma

2017-11-05
2017-08-31

Lieliebet Van der Westhuizen

2017-08-09

John Adamson
Geoff Goetsch
Richter Van Tonder, Jody De
Bruyn
Quinten Jo-Knipping
Adria and Rassie Erasmus
Joe Grosel

2017-05-05
2017-12-06
2017-11-04

Geoff Goetsch

2017-02-11

Duncan McKenzie
Cameron Blair

2017-12-09
2017-08-05

2017-02-18
2017-04-21
2017-01-21

African Skimmers were recorded (and bred) at several localities in the
Limpopo Province in 2017. © Derek Engelbrecht
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pics’, was judged on originality and the humorous element, rather than pure photographic quality.

Report on the
2017 Birdlife Polokwane
‘Bird Photographic Competition’
Joe Grosel
The annual bird photographic competition run by Birdlife Polokwane for its
members was again hotly contested, with
some superb entries received in the respective categories. For the 2017 ‘season’
the competition was reduced to two divisions based on equipment used: namely
Fixed-lens digital bridge cameras and Digital SLR cameras. An independent adjudicator judged these two sections against the
normal set of nature photography criteria,
while the third category named ‘Fun bird

The competition was run over 10
months with three to four winning photographs selected for each month. Over the
year a total of 136 images were submitted
by 24 photographers. The four best photographs of the year (per section) were
chosen by an independent panel of three
experienced photographers from SA and
Namibia and the winners announced at the
Birdlife Polokwane year-end function in
November 2017.
Well done to the winners and thank
you to all those who participated in this
competition. I trust that it brought colour,
enjoyment and inspiration to the Birdlife
Polokwane members.
Below are a few of the winning images for 2017.

This space could be
yours.

Contact

Lisa

Grosel for advertising
rates.
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Euro-roller – Simone Swiel (Bridge camera)

Waterhoender – San3 de Wet (Bridge camera)
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Bloureier – San3 de Wet (Bridge camera)

Berghaan – Anneliese Pretorius (DSLR camera)
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Tarentale – Johan Viljoen (DLSR camera)

Troupand in vlug – Johan Viljoen (DSLR camera)
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Shy Albatross – Jody De Bruyn (DSLR camera)

Thick-billed Cuckoo in flight – Jody De Bruyn (DSLR camera)
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BIRD OF THE MONTH
Amur Falcon
winds blow west from the coast of India
and into Africa giving the birds an essential
boost from behind.
However, there is
one problem. These
winds are at their
strongest at around
3000 meters above
sea level (an altitude
too high to sustain
over the long-distance flight across
the ocean). To
achieve the perfect
balance, these birds
fly at around 1000
In late-Sepmeters - not too
tember/October
high but with just
these masters of mienough wind from
gration begin to
behind to keep
head south to Africa
them going. After
and, after refuelling
crossing the ocean,
at various points in
it’s a short flight
Asia, they face one
over the desert and
A male Amur Falcon taking off, showing it distinctive white
of the biggest dan- underwing coverts. © Derek Engelbrecht
into Kenya, where
gers of their journey
they can have their first break and refuel- a roughly 20-hour flight across the Araling session in days. During these breaks,
bian Sea and into Somalia. One of the imthe birds will stay in one area and eat as
mediate questions is: Why risk the flight
many insects and other prey items as they
over the ocean if you can stick to the longer
can, to restore their depleted energy rebut landbound route via the coastal reserves. Thankfully, their migration coingions of the Horn of Africa, the Near East
cides with that of the Pantala Dragonfly
and India? It may seem crazy but there is
(Pantala flavescens) and for this reason the
indeed method in their madness: trade
birds have a rather reliable food source
The Amur Falcon (Falco amurensis)
is by far the most common falcon during
the summer months
from October to late
March, wintering in
north-eastern
China,
Mongolia,
and North Korea.
These birds complete a perilous journey around the
world only to arrive
in southern Africa
after several weeks
on the wing.
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throughout the course of their migration.
The last week or so of their journey is then
spent flying south to arrive in southern Africa where they will spend around 4-5
months!
Identifying these birds in flight
shouldn’t pose any difficulty. In male individuals, the key identification points are a
small falcon with overall grey upperparts
and breast and an orange bill. In flight,
males have clearly visible white underwing
coverts. Females are also light grey on the
upperparts, with white colouration on the
breast and a visible yellow bill. The only
possible species to cause confusion is perhaps the Red-footed Falcon (Falco vespertinus). Distinguishing females of these two
species presents little difficulties. Separating males is, however, trickier, particularly
when males are perched and it is thought
by many that unless males of these two
species are in flight, they are impossible to
distinguish. When in flight, the easiest way
to separate the two species is to look at the
colour of the underwing coverts, as the
Red-footed Falcon has grey underwing coverts and male Amur Falcons have the distinctive white underwing covets.

Overall, the Amur Falcon is certainly one of the most fascinating and
amazing birds out there and deserves a
closer look.
When and Where?
As mentioned before, the Amur Falcon is
the most common falcon during the summer months. They can turn up anywhere in
our area, but are associated with open areas and grasslands and frequently perch in
numbers on overhead lines on roadside
verges.
The amazing journey of Longleng
Satellite tracking allows us extraordinary
insight into the migration routes and strategies of birds. The map below shows the
migration route of an Amur Falcon named
Longleng, since it was fitted with a satellite
tracking device in India in November 2016.
It shows its migration to southern Africa
lasts about three months and the journey
back to its breeding grounds in the Amur
River valley lasts about two months. In the
two seasons this bird was tracked, it has
crossed 17 countries and the perilous Arabian Sea four times already. At the time of
writing this note, the bird was in
the area immediately to the
south of Villiers in the Free
State. As a matter of interest,
this bird passed somewhere between Polokwane and Mankweng on 28 March 2017 on its
way back to China. Keep an eye
open for Longleng over the next
few weeks. Long live Longleng!

The travels of Amur Falcon Longleng since November 2016 to the present. See
http://www.satellitetracking.eu/inds/showmap/?check_308=308.
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REGULARS

Bird briefs
And then there were two – the
slow demise of the northernmost
Southern Bald Ibises
Derek Engelbrecht
The semi-arid Acacia scrub and
woodlands of the Polokwane Plateau is
hardly the place where you’d expect to find
a Highveld special such as the Southern
Bald Ibis. With only two individuals of this
northernmost population (if you can call
two birds a population) remaining, I suggest you shouldn’t wait too long if you still
want to see these enigmatic birds in the
Polokwane area.

Southern Bald Ibis surveys of the
late 1960’s and early 1970’s had the northern limit of the species range in the Blyde
River Canyon Nature Reserve where a tiny
breeding population existed (Milstein and
Siegried 1970). In 1972, two nature conservation officers, Jack Roos and Hannes Van
der Walt, reported sightings of what they
thought were Southern Bald Ibises near
Polokwane (Milstein 1973). In October
1972, Peter Milstein, Jack Roos and John
Mitchell went to the site where the supposed Southern Bald Ibises were seen and,
much to their delight, discovered a small
breeding colony of nine breeding pairs in
what is now known as the Moletzie Nature
Reserve, about 27 km north-west of Polokwane. This exciting find extended the
breeding range of this species by about 180
km to the north-west! According to a local resident near the
colony, a certain Mr. Daniel
Makawa, the existence of this
‘relict’ colony was known to
several generations of his predecessors.

The good old days at Turfloop Dam Nature Reserve near Mankweng when about
nine Southern Bald Ibises called this home. (April 2005).
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Little is known about
the demise of this colony but
disturbance and possible persecution were noted by Milstein (1973). Whatever the
proximate reasons may be,
the Moletzie colony was abandoned somewhere during the
mid-1980’s to early 1990s. In
The Lark 16, March/April 2018

there were around six birds in this populathe mid-1990s, regular reports of up to 14
tion, which dropped to four birds in 2016
Southern Bald Ibises (more than likely the
and three in 2017.
Moletzie population) were received from
the Mankweng region, about 50 km southIn September 2017, I noticed that
east of the Moletzie colony. The birds were
one bird had an injured leg and by Novemregularly seen on an inaccessible (well alber 2017, we were down to only two
most) rocky island in the middle of the dam
Southern Bald Ibises on the Polokwane
where, judging by the presence of juveniles
Plateau. These two birds are now most frein the adjacent fields from time to time,
quently seen at the Mankweng Sewerage
they seemed to have bred successfully on
Treatment
at least a few
Plant, the
occasions. A
nearby
couple
of
University
years of beof
Limlow average
popo Exrainfall in the
perimental
early-2000s
Farm
or
resulted in
the sports
lower water
grounds of
levels and
the main
the
island
campus of
became inthe Univercreasingly
sity of Limaccessible to
popo.
It
a variety of
will be a
predators,
sad
day
including huwhen this
mans. I perenigmatic
sonally witspecies no
nessed how The two northernmost Southern Bald Ibises in the world (Mankweng, December 2017).
longer can
the
birds
be ticked on our doorstep here in Polowere disturbed by youngsters clambering
kwane.
over the rocks on the island. The accessibility persisted for several years and the birds
Fortunately, all is not lost. Southern
never seemed to breed on the island again
Bald Ibises are known to wander quite
– or elsewhere in the vicinity for that matwidely and there had been fairly recent
ter.
sightings in the Bewaarkloof Mountains
That seemed to set an extinction
spiral in motion as the numbers dwindled
steadily from then onwards. In about 2010,
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near Ysterberg to the west of Polokwane.
So, keep your eyes open and report all your
sightings of Southern Bald Ibis to me or Joe
Grosel.
The Lark 16, March/April 2018

References
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it was foraging amongst a small herd of cattle and perched on a gate.

Geoff Goetsch

It was initially thought that the bird
had gathered nesting material, but when
observed nearby it was clear that it had
caught a small passerine. The egret had the
small bird partially swallowed, but it was
clearly struggling to get it down. It was continuously changing the angle to try and
swallow its prey head first, but it gave up
after about six minutes and dropped its
prey. I went to locate the carcass which
was later identified as a juvenile Pipit, most
probably an African Pipit as there were a
lot of them around at the time.

While birding at Doornbult north of
Polokwane on 20 December 2017, a Western Cattle Egret was observed with a small
passerine it had caught. It was spotted
when it flew up from the long grass where

It is not known how the egret
caught the pipit, but it was interesting to
witness the egret trying its best to swallow
the pipit. The egret's eyes were obviously
too big for its stomach.

Milstein PleS 1973. Buttons and bald ibis. Bokmakierie 25: 57-60.

Western Cattle Egret’s attempted
predation on African Pipit

Down the gullet, but not quite: this Western Cattle Egret tried hard to swallow the juvenile African Pipit but did not succeed.
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A feast of African Bullfrogs

2015). African Bullfrogs only breed on a
single day in the year (or sometimes every
two years), so if you are not there when
they spawn, you have to wait another year
– or two!

Derek Engelbrecht

Although several of the usual suspects such as herons and egrets are always
I’m always fascinated when birds
present at such an irruption, it appears as
forget their manners and enjoy the glutthough many other birds also enjoy Cuisses
tony when there is an irruption of a source
de Grenouilles when on offer. When witof food such as termites, grasshoppers, or
nessing such a spectacle, there are always
other invertebrates. Although many bird
some wow!
species
are
moments. The
known
to
sight of a Yelcatch and eat
low-billed Kite
frogs as part
swooping
of their regudown like a
lar diet, e.g.
fish-eagle to
herons feedcatch an Afriing on frogs
can Bullfrog is
on the water’s
one such an
edge,
we
awe-inspiring
know
little
sight. So is the
about
how
sight of an imbirds respond
mature Sadwhen there is
dle-billed
a sudden irStork arriving
ruption of exat the site and
plosive breedeating at least
ing frogs such
as bullfrogs Cuisses de Grenouilles on the menu at De Loskop Farm. Clockwise from top left: seven frogs.
(Pyxicephalus Yellow-billed Kite, Saddle-billed Stork, Marabou Stork and Black-chested Snake- How did the
eagle.
Saddle-billed
spp.). Over the
Stork know about the irruption?
years I have been fortunate to witness
It was never recorded there
quite a few irruptions of Afribefore, nor was it seen
can Bullfrogs at De
since then. The same
Loskop farm to the
holds for the Intermedinorth of Poloate Egret who enjoyed
kwane and to report on
African Bullfrog
the bounty. But above all, it is
some previously unthe ‘bravery’ shown by these African
known behaviours (see Engelbrecht et al.
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Bullfrogs which is quite remarkable. They
are fearless and will lunge at their predator
in an attempt to scare it off, unfortunately
seldom with any success.
References
Engelbrecht D, Mashau M and Halajian A 2015.
Notes on the breeding behaviour and ecology of Edible Bullfrogs Pyxicephalus edulis Peters, 1854 in the
Limpopo Province, South Africa. Herpetology Notes
8: 365-369.

A new distribution record for Spikeheeled Lark in the Polokwane area
Derek Engelbrecht

Whilst doing some fieldwork near
Dikgale east of Polokwane in early January
2018, I heard the peculiar but unmistakable call of Spike-heeled Lark. I was most
surprised as this was way outside its known
range in the Limpopo Province. I located a
pair but while photographing them I heard
some more individuals calling on the other
side of a deep gully. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t reach these birds and I cannot say
for certain if they were related to the pair I
was looking at, or if they were members of
a separate group.
Spike-heeled Larks are highly localized but fairly common in high-lying, open
grassy areas on the Polokwane Plateau.
The population on the Polokwane Plateau
is currently considered to represent the
subspecies Chersomanes albofasciata alticola. However, its paler and less rufous ap-

A female of the newly discovered Spike-heeled Lark group at Dikgale.

25

The Lark 16, March/April 2018

pearance led to its recognition as a separate subspecies Chersomanes albofasciata
subpallida Roberts (1932), for many years.
This subspecies is essentially restricted to
the bushveld and lowveld regions of the
Limpopo and Mpumalanga Provinces, but
the population on the Polokwane Plateau
is isolated from other populations of the
species by about 150 km of unsuitable
Spike-heeled Lark habitat.
The current stronghold of Spikeheeled Larks on the Polokwane Plateau is
the Chebeng grasslands west of Polokwane, but a few individuals eke out a living in an open field on the outskirts of Polokwane City (see map below). A small population used to occur in the Polokwane Nature Reserve but they have not been recorded here since 2006. The discovery of
this seemingly isolated population 40 km
north-east of its nearest known conspecifics is, therefore, of significant interest as it

opens up the possibility that there may be
more ‘undiscovered’ groups on the Polokwane Plateau and its small, declining
known range on the Polokwane Plateau
may be larger than previously thought.
Spike-heeled Lark seem to have a
knack of hiding in plain sight as the recent
rediscovery of another isolated population
after a 50-year absence at Katanga in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo bears
witness to (Louette and Hasson 2017).
There are patches of suitable habitat between Dikgale and Polokwane where
groups may occur, so let’s see if we can find
the ‘missing links’.
References
Louette M and Hasson M 2017. Spike-heeled Lark
Chersomanes albofasciata rediscovered in Katanga,
DR Congo. Bulletin of the African Bird Club 24(1):
80-84.

Known Spike-heeled Lark populations on the Polokwane Plateau in 2018. Green = Chebeng grasslands; Blue = Outskirts of
Polokwane City; Red = Dikgale.
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SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW
Derek Engelbrecht
This series features an old (30+ years) and a new (less than five years old) bird-related article.
Something old
Those of us who have been birding
for a long time (or who can apply for membership to Charles Hardy’s BBD team The
Dikkops), will recall that Mute Swans used
to be a ‘tickable’ species and featured in
the field guides of the time. But where did

they come from and what happened to
them? I found this note in Bokmakierie Vol
3(4) of 1951 which may shed some light.

The species account for Mute Swan in one of the early editions of Roberts Birds of Southern Africa.

Did you know?
Mute swans are not mute but have a variety of grunting and hissing calls.
Their name derives from the fact that they are mostly silent during flight,
unlike most other species of swans.
Swans don’t only sing when they are dying, hence the swan song is a myth.
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Something new
I came upon an interesting article
on the different types of birdwatchers and
their preferences. Where do you see yourself?

Vas K 2017. Birding blogs as indicators of birdwatcher characteristics and trip
preferences: Implications for birding destination planning and development. Journal
of Destination Marketing and Management 6: 33-45.

Abstract
Birdwatching has evolved into one of the most popular nature-based recreational activities and a
signiﬁcant niche tourism sector, yet literature on birding destination development has been limited.
Through a four phase, mixed-methods approach, coupling thematic content analysis, word frequencies and applying the recreational specialisation framework, 200 birding blogs were analysed from ﬁve
English speaking countries (UK, US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand) to determine birdwatcher
characteristics and trip preferences. The study identiﬁed seven birder sub-populations, including previously overlooked segments, such as family and couple birdwatchers. The results also illustrate that
birding is much more multi-dimensional than previously thought, requiring a strategic planning approach that incorporates all features required to make a birding destination a complete tourist experience. Four ﬁgures are provided that demonstrate the necessary components family, couples, friends
and individual birdwatchers identify as the most important features of a birding destination.

A
free
copy
of
this
interesting
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jdmm.2016.02.001
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IMPORTANT ENVIRONMENTAL DATES: March/April 2018
Month
03 March
17-23 March
20 March
21 March
22 March
23 March
24 March
21 April
22 April

Event
World Wildlife Day
National Water Week
World Sparrow Day
World Forestry Day
World Water Day / World Day for Water

UN World Meteorological Day
Earth Hour
World Fish Migration Day
International Earth Day

UPCOMING CLUB EVENTS
Date
13 March
03 April
24 March
14 April
12 May
19-20 May
19-22 July

Event
Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting, Polokwane Golf Club, 18:30
Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting, Polokwane Golf Club, 18:30
White-backed Nightheron Quest – Albasini Dam (tentative date)
Hout River Dam and Larkville (aka Chebeng grasslands)
Iron Crown
LBJ Course – Grincourt Nature Reserve (Polokwane)
Limpopo Honorary Rangers Mapungubwe Birding Experience

Contact
LG
LG
RVT
RVT
RVT
LG
CH

Lisa Grosel – LG (083 380 2322); Richter van Tonder – RVT (082 213 8276); Charles Hardy – CH (083 457 1721)
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