Red-eyed Dove dwarfed by plastic trash outside Polokwane (3 July 2018) © Derek Engelbrecht
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The plastic issue! Not the pristine cover page we usually showcase, but this issue’s cover page shows the reality
for many birds – and this was not taken on a rubbish dump, but out in a field just outside Polokwane. Plastic
pollution, both marine and terrestrial, has become a major threat to our (humanity’s) existence. Fortunately,
it seems as though people are finally starting to acknowledge the problem. SKY News has had a longstanding
campaign to highlight the scourge of plastics in the environment and the June 2018 issue of National Geographic entitled ‘Planet or Plastic?’ shows the scale of the problem – definitely worth reading. Closer to home,
the September/October issue of African Birdlife is also dedicated to demonstrate the threat of plastics to the
group of animals we so dearly love – birds. If you ever wondered why you should rethink your use of plastics,
this issue should answer all your questions. It makes for sobering reading.
Spring has sprung and some migrants are already back in SA and many more are on their way. But birding is
not only a summer activity as you will see in this issue. Nevertheless, this is a very exciting time to be out and
about and we hope to receive many interesting trip reports and observations for the next issue.
Hope you enjoy this issue and happy birding!
Daniel and Raelene.
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The Lark is published bimonthly. Contributions are accepted in English or Afrikaans and are accepted at the
discretion of the editors. Non-members are also welcome to contribute. When submitting images, please submit
high resolution images without any borders or frames.
The editors reserve the right to edit articles as necessary. All images are copyright protected and the property
of the author/s of the article unless otherwise stated. Please send all your contributions to the editors at the-

larknews@gmail.com.
The opinions expressed by contributors in this newsletter are not necessarily those of the editors, the Birdlife
Polokwane committee or Birdlife South Africa.

DEADLINE FOR NEXT ISSUE: 15

October 2018

Short-clawed Lark foraging amongst plastic refuse © Derek Engelbrecht

SAYS NO TO SINGLE-USE PLASTICS
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CLUB NEWS AND TRIP REPORTS

Kalkfontein birding outing
Mark Friskin
On a crisp winter’s morning, nine
birders met at the Vencor Gate at 6 am, expectant of a ‘profitable’ birding day ahead.
We drove in convoy, following Saartjie
Venter who had arranged access for us to
Kalkfontein Farm.
It was decided we would first head
towards the picnic site, and our first sighting was a majestic Brown Snake Eagle
perched high on a pole. It was very relaxed
and allowed us to pass by and view it from

all angles. We arrived at the picnic site, an
oasis of green manicured lawns and shady
Acacia and Knobthorn trees. It was the perfect time to enjoy the morning biding activity as the bush came alive with busy birds.
We were all engrossed with the variety of
species, tallying 40 before we had our first
sips of coffee. Arrow-marked and Southern
Pied Babblers, Burnt-necked Eremomelas,
Marico and White-bellied Sunbirds, Magpie and Crimson-breasted Shrikes, Common Scimitarbill and Chinspot Batis were
added to the list in a short space of time.

Birdlife Polokwane members at the lapa on Kalkfontein.

4

The Lark 19, September/October 2018

Greater Kestrel.

Well-placed birdbaths attracted the Greenwinged Pytilias, Jameson’s Firefinch, Blue
and Black-faced Waxbills and the Cinnamon-breasted
and
Golden-breasted
Buntings. Those with cameras took advantage of the great photo opportunities.
Once we felt we had exhausted the
sightings, we decided to drive along the
farm road to the cattle kraal and were delighted to see warthog drinking from the
trough. It was rather special to see so many
Namaqua Doves and Red-billed Oxpeckers
here. Next to the agricultural field we all
enjoyed a close encounter with a pair of
Greater Kestrels, which were feeding on
grubs in the ploughed soil.

Hornbills, Lilac-breasted Roller, African
Stonechat and the Kalahari Scrub Robin.
At midday we relaxed on the lawns
with our picnic spread and enjoyed the
company of fellow birders. We ticked a total of 78 species on the day and along with
good company, on a beautiful farm, made
this a very pleasant day. A BIG thank you
must go to Saartjie Venter for hosting and
organising this outing!

We had good sightings of Yellowfronted Canaries, African Pipits, Southern
Yellow-billed and Southern Red-billed
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Winter birding in the Limpopo
Province
Jody De Bruyn
The departure of migrants sees
days shortening and temperatures dropping. The onset of winter may appear limiting with regards to birding prospects, but
winter birding can be very productive on
even the coldest day of the year. At the end
of June, Richter and I made our way to the
Alma area near Rankin’s Pass to search for
two ‘specials’ occurring in the grasslands of
that region: the first bird, our own national
bird, the graceful Blue Crane, and the second bird, Denham’s Bustard.

We arrived in the area just after 7
am and immediately started listing the species: Cape Longclaw, African Pipit, Ringneck Dove (Cape Turtle Dove), Southern
Fiscal, Rufous-naped Lark and Egyptian
Goose to name just a few. Ant-eating Chat
and Capped Wheatear were abundant and
easily found when scanning the grassy
fields. While traveling through Alma, we
managed to add a few more species to our
list which included: Brown-hooded Kingfisher, House Sparrow, Rock Dove, Cape
Robin-Chat, Crested Barbet and Cattle
Egret.
We travelled onwards towards
Rankin’s Pass, but made a stop at a suitable

Denham's Bustard.
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A siege of Blue Cranes near Alma.

spot to survey the various fields on both
sides of the road. We scanned the fields intently, searching for any sign of the birds
we were looking for. Looking through my
binoculars, I managed to find two
Denham’s Bustards foraging in a distant grassy
field. The birds were
very far off, and difficult
to see in the tall grass
they were moving in.
As luck would have it,
the farm manager came
driving out from the
farm, and after a quick
exchange we were
given access to the farm
and started making our
way towards the area
where we spotted the African Harrier-Hawk.
Denham’s Bustards.
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Passing through some gates and
dodging the farmer’s cattle along the way,
we still managed to add a few more species
to our list which included Hadeda Ibis,
Quailfinch, Red-faced Mousebird, Lilac-
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breasted Roller, Long-tailed Widowbird,
Namaqua Dove and Speckled Pigeon. We
managed to find the Denham’s Bustards
again, now foraging in an open area. We
counted three birds when, out of the corner of my eye, I picked up two shapes passing by from behind – another two
Denham’s Bustards flew by us in close
proximity and joined the others – now totalling five birds. What an amazing sight!
We had only been watching them
for a few minutes, when Richter heard the
distinctive call of the Blue Crane. As we
looked for them, a few small groups of Blue
Cranes came flying over the crest of the hill
into our sights and landed in the field near
the flock of Denham’s Bustards. There
were 21 Blue Cranes in total. Interestingly,
there was a single, colour-ringed bird. After

a few photos were sent to Warwick Tarboton, he informed us that the bird was
ringed as a chick, 14 years ago, in February
2004 by Kobus Pienaar.
We moved to the farm’s dam
where we ended the morning’s birding by
adding another 15 species, which included:
Orange-breasted Waxbill, Burchell’s Coucal, Knob-billed Duck, White-backed Duck,
Pied Kingfisher, Malachite Kingfisher, African Harrier-Hawk, Brown Snake Eagle, African Fish Eagle and two Secretarybirds. We
ended with a total of 80 species. What an
excellent morning of winter birding, right
here in the Limpopo Province.
Did you know?
The collective noun for bustards is a wake or
a flock of bustards, and for cranes it is a
sedge, siege or herd of cranes.

A raft of the sought-after White-backed Duck on one of the farm dams near Alma.
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Birding in the Lowveld
Daniel Engelbrecht
The Lowveld always makes for
great birding. When we left Polokwane on
the 22nd of June heading for Hoedspruit, I
already knew that the trip was going to deliver some super bird sightings. We only
had three days to find some of the Lowveld
specials and we would spend our time travelling from our ‘base camp’ in the
Hoedspruit Wildlife Estate to the surrounding areas. The main goal for the trip was to
photograph the critically endangered Taita
Falcon at the Abel Erasmus Pass, but little
did we know there would be many more
great, and somewhat unexpected, sightings just in Hoedspruit itself.
When we arrived on the Friday afternoon, I grabbed my binoculars and
headed straight out for a walk in the Wildlife Estate. The sun was low in the sky and

Southern Black Tit.
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Seeing several diminutive Grey Penduline Tits at the
Hoedspruit Wildlife Estate was one of the highlights of
the trip.

soon I had my first birds for the trip: at first
a few of the ‘regulars’ such as the Orangebreasted Bushshrike, Burnt-necked Eremomela and Southern Black Tit. I had my
camera by my side and had much fun photographing a female Bearded Woodpecker
as she knocked away at the wood in search
of grubs to eat. The
sun
was
setting
quickly and as I
headed back to the
house, I heard the distinctive call of the
Grey Penduline Tit.
These birds are always
challenging to find, so
I could not resist taking a look at them.
They seemed very relaxed as they foraged
amongst the other
species and I managed
The Lark 19, September/October 2018

Taita Falcon.

to get a few good photos of them in the
golden light of the setting sun. Day one was
already a success and I lay at night thinking
of the other species I could find the next
day.
Day two was action day. We
headed out and up the Abel Erasmus pass
in search of our target species for the trip,
the elusive Taita Falcon. A pair had been
breeding in the area for some time but
sightings were by no means a guarantee.
As we headed up the pass, through some
of the most breathtakingly beautiful views,
we were approaching the cliffs where the
birds are known to hang out. We cruised
slowly past the towering cliffs and my dad
in the seat next to me said ‘I think I see it,
up on the top’! To my sheer amazement he
was correct; there the bird sat, up on a rock
high above the road below. We pulled over
and took quite a number of photos of the
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bird. Its partner was nowhere to be seen
but we were satisfied with our sighting. We
also trawled for the resident Striped Pipits
in the area but the birding gods had already
given us one cracking bird and were not in
the mood to deliver us another.
After reading up some more at our
‘base camp’, I discovered that there are
merely eleven Taita Falcon pairs left in
South Africa, making it one of the rarest
resident raptors in South Africa! This came
as somewhat of a surprise to me and I realized that it would be a terrible loss to lose
these iconic falcons forever.
Back at the Wildlife Estate, I took
another walk in the afternoon and yet
again the birding was truly spectacular. I
found a bird party and followed it through
the bush. The species just kept rolling in
and at one stage I had Grey Tit-Flycatchers,
The Lark 19, July/August 2018

Grey Tit-Flycatcher.

the bird party included Bearded, Bennet’s,
Grey Penduline Tits and Bennet’s WoodGolden-tailed and Cardinal Woodpecker,
pecker, all within ten metres of me. The
winter bird parties have a number of adGreen Wood Hoopoe, Grey Tit-Flycatcher,
Grey Penduline Tit, Southern Black Tit,
vantages from a birders perspective:
Burnt-necked Eremomela and Chinspot Bafirstly, a large concentration of species octis. Once again, however, I was beaten by
cur within a very small area, and secondly
the setting sun and had to retreat to ‘base
the birds seem more relaxed, allowing you
to get very
camp’.
close
to
Day 3
them. This
and our final
placid
beday took us
haviour was
south
of
exactly what
Hoedspruit
I needed and
to
Orpen
it allowed
Gate and the
me to get
southern
some fantasKruger Natic
phototional Park.
graphs
of
As it was the
the
birds.
middle
of
Some of the
Two Green Wood Hoopoes performing the ‘rally’ display while cackling raucously.
winter
I
species
in
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didn’t have too much hope for the day but,
nonetheless, we were on our way. Orpen
Gate is unlike most other entrance gates in
the Kruger National Park, in that it also offers accommodation and thus doubles up
as a camp as well. I walked through the
camp and saw a pair of Greater Blue-eared
Starlings eating off a ‘braai’ grid- other
than that, there wasn’t an awful lot of birdlife in the camp. We headed into the park
and upon passing through the gates we
spotted our first bird, a Purple Roller. This
bird was then followed by its relative, the
Lilac-breasted Roller, and a group of Southern White-crowned Shrike. The surrounding bushveld was very dry indeed, but the
blue skies made for perfect raptor observations and luck was on our side. We saw two
critically endangered species, the Hooded
and the White-headed Vulture. The Kruger

National Park is one of their last strongholds and so it is always exciting to see
them circling overhead in the thermals. Although our bird list kept ticking over with
the usual lowveld birds, there weren’t any
other birds which deserved an honourable
mention in this note.
Although our lowveld trip had
come to an end, the birding wasn’t done
yet. On our way back to Polokwane, we
sighted one last special species (at least for
me) that came in the form of a Pale Flycatcher – surprisingly, this fairly common
bird was a lifer to me and was just the perfect thing to round off what had been a
fabulous three days birding in the lowveld.

Chinspot Batis.
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Birders – more complicated than
birds?
Daniel Engelbrecht
Birding is one of the fastest growing
hobbies and pastimes in the world. According to a 2009 study, 24 million Americans
play baseball, 23 million play basketball
and another 9 million play football. These
numbers may sound staggeringly large, but
they are nothing in comparison to the
number of birders, which stands at over 60
million in the United States alone! With all
these people going out and searching for
birds, a large variety of birders have developed, each with a different reason and belief in the so-called ‘birding code’.
With a bit of an eagle-eye (excuse
the pun), we clearly distinguish, amongst
others, a few types of birders. And just like
the subjects they are interested in, each of
these ‘types’ have their own distinctive
identification features and behavioural
traits.

birding friends, (entirely their own fault),
having almost no idea of costs or risks and
doing whatever it takes to break records
and add a few new species to their lists.
Twitchers are often frowned upon by other
birders for a variety of reasons: firstly, they
often do not care whether the person
standing behind them gets a chance to see
the bird or not and often won’t hesitate to
jump fences or cut wires to get a chance at
spotting a bird.
The second, ever common variation
of the birder, is the competitive birder.
They are characterised by large lists equalling their attitudes and a fiercely competitive behaviour whilst out in the field. These
are the type of people that will spot something rare at 5 am in the morning, in the
middle of nowhere, and not tell anyone until around 8 am the next day- just in case
someone gets an unfair advantage at spotting the bird for themselves. They are also
very selective about who makes it into
their ‘bird alert’ circles and avoid telling

The first,
is known as the
‘lister’
or
‘twitcher’. This
birder will do
whatever it takes
to see its target
species, no matter the cost. They
are
generally
characterised by
having few other
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possible rivals about their sightings or
whereabouts. One last important characteristic of the competitive birder is their
ability to manipulate and take advantage
of other birders. Like a frigatebird, it lets
other birders do the dirty work and then
seizes the spoils. For example, a group of
birders will spend days on end searching a
very large area for a supreme skulker of
some sort, and when they share the news
and location of the bird, the competitive
birder gets into his car, drives to the site,
plays a short playback of the birds call and,
bingo, he has another one for the list. To
many competitive birders, it is not so much
about the bird as it is about outdoing a rival. The birds are a mere means to an end.
A third type of birder, one who despises competitive birders and twitchers too
to some extent, is the ‘lame brown job’.
These birders are easy to identify and
spend their weekends walking through picturesque landscapes and manicured gardens looking for some ‘pretty bird’ that is
feeding on something that they could not
be bothered to identify. To these birders,
lists mean nothing and they prefer to wake
up at 9 am and wait for the
birds to come to them.
There is nothing wrong
with this type of birding
and quite a number of
people are more than
happy to practise this relationship with the birds
around them. There is,
however, one intermediate phase variation of the
previously
mentioned

14

birders - the weekday watcher.
The weekday watchers are characterised by a passion for birds. They enjoy
spending time searching for challenging
species but, if they keep a list, it is usually
only their life list. They are more than
happy to share sightings but are not interested in jumping on the next flight to Timbuktu or Putsonderwater to see some rarity. Often, they enjoy watching birds to discover more about their behaviour, or diets,
or breeding, or ranges, or anything else
that may be of interest to them and others.
They may often be seen spending half an
hour or more observing a bird and to many
this may be seen as a strange habit. They
are neither here nor there when it comes
to twitching and are therefore a perfect intermediate to round off the ‘LBJs’ and the
‘competitive birders’.
Overall it does not actually matter
what group you fall into, or what beliefs
you hold about what birding should be like.
There is actually no one correct way to enjoy birds, for all birders, from the crazy
twitchers to the weekday watchers, it is all
about one thing: ‘the love of birds’.
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My first ever trip to Ghana and
Uganda
Abigail Ramudzuli
As I ventured into this journey of
studying the Woodland Kingfisher Halcyon
senegalensis, this colourful bird led me to
Ghana and Uganda. I try to have as much
fun as I can through these travels, not forgetting that this is work. For my master’s
degree, I am looking into moult and stable
isotope analysis of flight feathers of the
Woodland Kingfisher. The Woodland Kingfisher is an intra-African migrant, widely
distributed in Africa south of the Sahara.
Within the species complex, three subspecies are recognized, all with different but

overlapping ranges. Here in South Africa
we only get to see one of them, H. s. cyanoleuca, during its breeding season in
summer. Populations of Woodland Kingfisher found in central Africa are resident,
with northern and southern populations
being migratory. Within West Africa, the
Woodland Kingfisher is a partial migrant.
To best understand this, my co-supervisor and I had to go to East and West
Africa to catch the other two races of theWoodland Kingfisher (H. s. senegalensis
and H. s. fuscopileus) which doesn’t occur
in South Africa and obtain feather samples
and data regarding its moult. It is always
exciting knowing that one gets to travel

The object of my affection - Woodland Kingfisher in Entebbe Botanic Gardens.

15

The Lark 19, July/August 2018

and see places all in
the name of birds.
Truth be told, kingfishers are not the
easiest to catch.
As impossible as I thought it
would be when I
first ventured on
this journey, I left
Cape Town for
Ghana on a Sunday
afternoon in June. I
was dressed up for
the cold South African winter. It was My ‘lab' in Accra.
nearly midnight when we arrived in Accra,
but it was boiling hot and I could not wait

to get to my bags and change into something lighter and cooler!
It was my first visit to West Africa and I was fortunate enough to get
to see a few different parts of Ghana.
We started off by working in Accra
and then moved to the University of
Cape Coast for the second week. It
was here that we caught a Woodland
Kingfisher which was actively moulting its flight feathers (both wings and
tail). For someone interested in this,
it was very exciting to witness it first
hand – and in the hand. While at
Cape Coast, I also had a chance to visit
one of the oldest heritage sites in Africa, the Elmina Castles. After spending two weeks in the coastal regions
of Ghana (one week in Accra, and the
other at Cape Coast), we ended up
heading to Damongo in the north of

Cattle and mist nets don't go together.
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A crown of Pied Kingfishers on the shores of Lake Victoria.

Ghana. This is where the Mole National
Park is found. If you ever find yourself in
the northern region, do consider visiting
the park because there is a lot to see.
From Ghana we left for Uganda.
The trip to Uganda was one I had been
anticipating for a very long time. In all
my conversations I had with people
while I was in Uganda, almost everyone
had the same question: ‘Have you seen
the Shoebill yet?’ This had me even
more interested in wanting to see this
bird in the wild. Luckily, Mabamba was
one of the go to areas on the list of
places to search for the intra-African
migrants. One of the beautiful highlights of Uganda was having had the
chance to visit Mabamba, home to the
beautiful Shoebill. Yes, I finally got to
see the Shoebill in the wild!

In Uganda, we stayed at UWEC
(Ugandan Wildlife and Education Centre)
Zoo in Entebbe. The UWEC facility is located right by Lake Victoria, one of Africa’s
great lakes. Since our work of catching

What a bird! The iconic Shoebill.
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One of the
most
interesting
places to visit in Entebbe for any birder
is the Entebbe Botanical Gardens, only a
few
minutes walk
from UWEC Zoo. A
great place for beautiful and peaceful
birding. Here I got to
see the Grey Parrot,
Great Blue Turaco,
Double-toothed BarThe Black-and-white-casqued Hornbill in the Entebbe Botanic Garden.
bet and Black-andbirds was done mostly early in the mornwhite-casqued Hornbill, to mention but a
ings and late in the afternoons, I spent
few, amongst many other lifers. The botanmost of my afternoons at the lake’s beach,
ical gardens were our last site for trapping.
watching different birds come to feed.
All I can say about my birds of interest, the
Marabou Storks and Pied Kingfishers were
Woodland Kingfishers, is that they are very
a given in this area.
hospitable and well-mannered birds. The

A Grey Parrot - in the wild.
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reason I say this is, is because
on the first day of trapping in
Entebbe we caught a good
number of them. Perhaps it
was their way of welcoming us
to the area. Again, on the last
day of fieldwork, another good
catch of the same species was
probably to bid us farewell.
Now, this is what I call good
hospitality, a heart-warming
‘hello and welcome’ at the beginning followed by a beautiful
‘goodbye’ in the end.
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Spur-winged Lapwing on the shores of Lake Victoria.
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Birds in Art
The Black-crowned Night Heron
Willem Van der Merwe

only occurs in summer, flying south to
warmer climes in the winter.
Here, in South Africa, this heron is
common though not frequently seen. It
tends to be rather unobtrusive. By day, it
usually roosts well-hidden amidst leaves in
waterside trees. It often occurs in groups.

We start this series with the BlackCrowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax. The rather repetitive scientific name
means 'night raven night raven’. There are
When well seen, this species is eastwo species in the genus: the Nankeen
ily identified. Like other herons, it has a
Night Heron Nycticorax caledonicus which
very long neck, but typically doesn't show
is restricted to
it, retracting its
Australasia and
head to between its
the
Blackshoulders,
the
crowned Night
smooth contours of
Heron with an inits feathers making
credibly wide disit look practically
tribution range,
neckless. It has eleoccurring
in
gant black, white
North and South
and grey plumage,
America, Africa,
with a not-oftenwestern Asia and
seen pair of long,
Europe (where
wispy white feaththey used to be
ers growing from its
considered a delinape. Immatures
cacy). The Blackare rather differentcrowned Night
looking; scruffy in
Heron is only abappearance
with
sent from very
heavy
black-andcold and/or very
brown
streaking,
dry regions. It is
but in shape and
not only the most
size similar to the
widespread
adults. The Blackheron species in
crowned
Night
the world, it Black-crowned Night Heron © Willem Van der Merwe
Heron is rather
might well also
small for a heron,
be the most numerous.
reaching a (stretched-out) length of 56 cm.
These herons occur in swamps,
marshes and riverside, lakeside and seaside habitats. In the northern countries, it
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Silent most of the time, it sometimes emits a hoarse croak when flushed
out of hiding, but in their nesting colonies
The Lark 19, July/August 2018

these birds are noisy, communicating and
squabbling with each other with 'quok' and
'wok'-sounds. (It is called a 'quark' in the
Falkland Islands, and has similarly onomatopoeic names in a number of other languages.)
Night herons, as the name indicates, are mostly active at night. They have
large eyes and excellent night vision. Night
herons hunt either singly or in small
groups, starting at dusk. Like other herons
and egrets, they are ambush predators. A
night heron will stand by the waterside, or
perch on a branch or a stump, intensely
eyeing the water for any sign of an edible
little critter. Once having spotted something promising, it will rapidly extend its
neck and grab it in its bill. This species, like
the Striated Heron, is known to use a lure
to attract fish. This can be a feather, a leaf,
or a bit of bread nicked from picnickers.
The heron drops this on the water surface
and then patiently waits for something
aquatic to come and investigate.
Like other herons and egrets, night
herons build flimsy stick platforms for
nests. They situate these low in trees or

sometimes on the ground in dense reedbeds, or on small islands surrounded by
water. The female lays two to four eggs (in
South Africa), elsewhere 3 to 8. Both sexes
incubate, and the eggs hatch in about
three weeks. The voracious youngsters are
fed by the adults shoving fish and other titbits into their gaping mouths. They leave
the nest when three weeks old, but only
learn to fly at the age of six to seven weeks.
Apart from the Nycticorax night
herons, there are two other genera which
are very similar and are also called night
herons. Gorsachius contains a number of
species in Africa and Asia, while Nyctanassa is found in the Americas. Not long
ago, several more species of night heron
were living on a number of islands, from
Ascension Island in the Atlantic, through
the Mascarene Islands in the Indian Ocean,
to islands of the Pacific. Like other island
species, these were likely not good fliers,
and also lacking an instinctive fear of humans. All of them were driven to extinction
shortly after humans colonized their islands.

This space could be
yours. Contact Lisa
Grosel for advertising rates.

Advertisement from:
Custos 1977.
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UL birders receive a donation of
binoculars and field guides
Derek Engelbrecht
Birding at the University of Limpopo recently received a boost with donations of some birding paraphernalia which
included binoculars and field guides to the
birds of southern Africa. The binoculars
were donated by Ms. Fiona McLachlan and
the field guides were presented by the CEO
of Birdlife South Africa, Mr. Mark Anderson. I received the donation on behalf of
the UL birders at the head office of Birdlife
SA in Johannesburg in June.
We regularly undertake bird walks
on campus and the interest in birding often

exceeds the number of binoculars we have,
which means the students have to share
binoculars and field guides. This meant
that more often than not, some missed out
on a bird as it flew off before everyone
could have a good look at it. Now we are
likely to all have a good look at the bird before it disappears. Furthermore, the field
guides will also be a great help during the
annual beginner’s bird identification
course presented on campus and of course
when we are out there birding.
On behalf of the UL birders, I wish
to express our sincere appreciation to
Fiona McLachlan and Birdlife South Africa
for your generous donations.

Derek Engelbrecht (right) receives a donation of binoculars from Fiona McLachlan (left) and bird identification field
guides from Mark Anderson (middle), CEO of Birdlife SA.
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BIRD OF THE MONTH
BURNT-NECKED EREMOMELA Eremomela usticollis

Burnt-necked Eremomela.

Being such a small and non-descript
‘little brown job’, the Burnt-necked Eremomela Eremomela usticollis is often overlooked. This, however, does not do this
species justice and there is a lot more to
their behaviour and habits than meets the
eye. Along with four other southern African eremomela species, this one prefers
Acacia and lowveld habitats where it is
easy to find by following its loud, highpitched and rapid call. These birds are social and are generally seen in small family
groups of around four individuals. Just like
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most other Eremomela species, they are
highly territorial and will defend their area
with vigour.
Identification should not pose
much of a challenge: the small size (just 9
grams), grey-brown upperparts and buffy
or cream-coloured breast and underparts
are all good indicators as to the species
identification. As the name suggests, the
dark chestnut or rufous throat band is the
main identification feature of this species,
but be aware that this feature is only prominent during the breeding season and often
The Lark 19, September/October 2018

disappears from April to September. The
sexes are alike and all of the group individuals will call and participate in territorial
defence.
The breeding season lasts from
early September to April and during this
time the distinctive throat band is at its
most prominent. The nest is a simple cup,
created by using cobwebs and an almost
spiderweb-like plant material lined on the
outside with lichen and other debris.
Vachellia (Acacia) tortilis is the most common tree species in which nests are constructed. Once nest construction is completed, which can last as long as 8 days, 2–
4 eggs are laid. The young are brooded and
fed by both sexes but we know virtually

nothing more about this fascinating little
bird’s breeding biology. Despite the lack of
information, it is certainly not an LBJ to
overlook. In fact, quite the contrary is true:
as birders we can help to improve our
knowledge of even common species such
as the Burt-necked Eremomela by publishing all those interesting observations we
make when out birding.
Where and When
Burnt-necked Eremomelas are
widely distributed throughout their preferred habitats and are therefore not a
challenging species to observe or find. Listen out for their unmistakable call and you
will be led straight to them!

A group of Burt-necked Eremomelas will vigorously defend their territory.
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REGULARS
Bird briefs
Plumage iridescence and colour
changes

camera flash light is used. Unlike Marico
and Purple-banded Sunbirds that have
iridescent purple breast bands, Shelley's
breast band is always red (not iridescent).
All have black bellies and Shelley's is
smaller than Marico Sunbird.

Hugh Chittenden
OK, let’s get onto more serious stuff
for a change! Very interesting, though, I
can promise you. The amazing colour
changes displayed by iridescent plumaged
birds is well illustrated in species such as
hummingbirds. The photo-grabs below are
close-ups of Anna's Hummingbird in
California, and show light reflectance
superbly. Just the slightest change in
feather angle shows how feathers change
from dull, to bright (and iridescent).
Examples of iridescence in our
sunbirds aren't quite as dramatic, but
colour changes with some of the sunbird
species are such that they create problems
with identification. Prime examples of this
are confusion between Marico, Purplebanded and Shelley's Sunbird. At certain
angles, both Marico and Purple-banded
Sunbirds show red (not purple) breast
bands. This also happens sometimes when

The two images below show a
Marico Sunbird feeding on Cadaba
natalensis and were taken just seconds
apart. If the bottom image had been taken

Marico Sunbird.

Anna's Hummingbird illustrating plumage iridescence beautifully.
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somewhere along the Kavango or Zambezi
Rivers in Namibia, you'd probably have
taken it for a Shelley's Sunbird!
Same with two images below of a
Purple-banded Sunbird which were taken
seconds apart in Mkhuze Game Reserve.
The slightly different angle in the righthand bird created the red reflectance.

bill length, curvature and width at the base
of the bill are important features to take
note of. Both Marico and Shelley's
Sunbirds have gradually curved bills,
whereas Purple-banded have shorter,
thickset bills that are 'droop-tipped', i.e.
decurved more towards the tip. At least
one photograph that I have seen of
'Shelley's' Sunbird from the northern

Purple-banded Sunbird.

I don't dispute the presence of
Shelley's Sunbird in the Caprivi and
northern Namibian region, but would offer
a word of caution to those going to that
part of the world. In most light conditions,
the breast bands of Marico and Purplebanded Sunbirds would be maroon or
plum-coloured, but as you can see,
occasionally they show as red. Importantly,
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Namibian region is, in my view, that of a
Purple-banded Sunbird. Separation of all
three species in the Kavango and Zambezi
River drainage lines can be tough. That's
why there is ongoing confusion!
Looking at a completely different
(and simpler) example now, where
iridescence doesn't come into play, but
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Flash photography with sunbirds can be problematic. Flash light was used in the left-hand image but not the rest. All the
same species – Purple-banded Sunbird.

different feather angles create colour
'change'. The following photos of
Temminck's Courser were taken in June
2018 in the Kruger National Park. When
filing the images away that night, I was

convinced that the images below were of
two different birds, perhaps a juvenile and
an adult, or, perhaps even sexual
dimorphism, a male and a female!
Compare the rufous crowns (and
forecrowns).
They
are
both one and the
same bird. The righthand image shows
that the bird had
merely moved its
left leg forward. The
ground and grass
features
are
otherwise exactly
the same. Who said
birding was easy?

Temminck's Courser.
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Woodpecker observations
Jody De Bruyn
While taking some time off work
during the July school holidays, the family
and I spent a week in the Lowveld enjoying
the mild winter temperatures. I managed
to get a bit of birding done, and the area
we stayed at had suitable habitat that
allowed me to easily get great sightings of
four woodpecker species. These included:
Cardinal, Golden-tailed, Bearded and
Bennett’s Woodpecker. What follows are
some observations I was able to make
while watching and photographing these
specialized birds.

Of the four woodpecker species I
observed, Bennett’s Woodpecker was the
only woodpecker I found foraging on the
ground. While I had numerous sightings of
the other woodpecker species, I found that
none of them moved down to the ground
and they kept their foraging and
movement restricted to the trees.
I found the female Bennett’s
Woodpecker below foraging on the
ground. I watched her moving around for
about 10 minutes before she moved off. It
seemed that she was feeding on ants. I
also manged to get a photo of a male
Bennett’s Woodpecker about 1 metre off
the ground. He was surveying the ground,
and at one point he was upside down and
looking to move down but seemed to
change his mind. He flew off and I saw him
land on the ground a fair distance away.

A female Bennet's Woodpecker foraging on the ground.
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A male Bennet's Woodpecker.

Below is a female Bearded
Woodpecker that allowed me to get some
great photos while she was foraging on a
branch. She systematically tore the lichen

from the branch, and then probed the
holes with her bill. Woodpeckers have
zygodactylous feet, which means two toes
point forward, whilst the other two point
backwards. With this
specialized
toe
arrangement,
and
with support offered
by their stiffened tail
feathers, they can
easily
manoeuvre
their way around. The
Bearded Woodpecker
moved right around
the branch and ended
upside down, while
supporting her own
body weight and still
having the correct

Bearded Woodpecker female tearing away at bits of lichen. Note how the tail is used for
support.
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angle at which she needed
to forage.
Their zygodactylous
feet and strong, stiffened
tail
feathers
apart,
woodpeckers also possess a
specialized
worm-like
tongue that wraps around
the back of their skull. The
tongue ends with a sharp
spear-like tip which is
covered with small barbs
(see below). The complex
tongue
muscles
allow

The same bird as above has now moved to the underside of the branch, using her
zygodactolous feet and stiffened tail feathers for support.

A close-up view of the barb-tipped tongue of a woodpecker (©Derek Engelbrecht).
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woodpeckers to protrude and retract their
tongues over short or long distances. They
can also control the direction of the tip,
which allow them to follow the crevasses
and holes to catch grubs and other insects
that may be hiding.
I managed to capture the female
Golden-tailed Woodpecker below using
her specialized tongue to probe the holes
and crevasses of the branch she was
foraging on. The top photo shows the

spike-tipped tongue ready to strike. The
photo at the bottom shows how her wormlike tongue is protruding down one of the
holes in the branch. For a woodpecker –
‘Life and Death are in the power of the
tongue’, sure rings true.
Reference
Walter J. Bock WJ 1999. Functional and
evolutionary morphology of woodpeckers, Ostrich 70:
23–31.

A probing female Golden-tailed Woodpecker.
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Noteworthy resightings of tagged
vultures in the Limpopo Province
Derek Engelbrecht

Tag #373. White-backed Vulture

resighting was about 227 km and the
number of days elapsed were 871 days (2y,
4m, 19d).

Tag # 312. Cape Vulture

The bird above was photographed
at the Vulture Hide in the Blouberg Nature
Reserve on 7th July 2018. It was tagged as a
juvenile bird by Kerri Wolter of Vulpro on
the 1st October 2016 in the Olifants River
Private Game Reserve. The straight-line
distance between the tagging locality and
the resighting was about 233 km and the
days elapsed were 645 days (1y, 9m, 7d).

This bird was also seen at the
Mockford Vulture Restaurant on 29th July
2018 and was also tagged by Kerri Wolter
at Vulpro in the North West Province on 4th
December 2017. The straight-line distance
between the tagging locality and the
resighting was about 227 km and the days
elapsed were 238 days (7m, 26d).

Tag # C135. Cape Vulture
This bird was seen at the Mockford
Vulture Restaurant outside Polokwane on
29th July 2018. This bird was tagged by Kerri
Wolter on 11th March 2016 at Vulpro near
Hartebeespoort Dam in the North West
Province. The straight-line distance
between the tagging locality and the
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Birds and barbed wires
Derek Engelbrecht
One thing we as South Africans take
for granted is the millions of kilometres of
fencing in our country. The obvious reason
for fencing is security and
protection of the owner’s
property, but it is also
important for our
safety on roads. Since
‘good fences make
good neighbours’, fences need regular
maintenance or replacement for all to live
in harmony. All too often,
pieces of discarded
fencing are left behind in
the field and can cause
serious harm to or even
death of animals – and
ruin your trousers (I can
vouch for the latter).
Over the years, I
have come across many
instances of birds that
got ‘hooked’ on the
barbs of fences – and
sometimes even on a
smooth strand. Although
I admit that some may
have been caught by a
shrike, I believe that the
majority got hooked in
flight. On my database,
the majority of ‘barbed’
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birds are nocturnal fliers such as owls,
thick-knees and even a Corn Crake, but I
have also seen birds such as Black-winged
(Black-shouldered)
Kite,
Common
Buttonquail, Crested Francolin, African
Pipit and Eastern Clapper Lark caught on
fences. It is worth noting that all these
records are of birds that were visible from
the road: those that were scavenged after
being caught on the wire, or that got killed
or mortally injured after colliding with the
wires but failed to get hooked will, in all
likelihood, be missed. This suggests that
fences may represent a significant but
underestimated cause of death of birds. It
would be interesting to receive your
records of birds caught on fences

Examples of ‘barbed’ birds. Clockwise from top left: Common Buttonquail, Marsh Owl,
Eastern Clapper Lark (© Dawie De Swardt) and African Pipit.
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Southern Masked Weaver with his nests suspended from a barbed wire fence in the Wakkerstroom area (December 2017).

(preferably with photos) and I will compile
a list.
It is not all doom and gloom
though. Fences provide structural support
and a degree of safety for the nests of
several species, most notably weavers,
especially in areas where trees are scarce
or absent. Fences are also used as perches
for a variety of purposes such as hunting,
calling or surveillance of territories.
Furthermore, there are also records of
birds (especially crows) using wires for
nesting material!
While larking with Per Alström in
the Wakkerstroom area in December 2017,
we noticed a couple of Pied Crow nests on
some telephone poles along the road.
Nothing unusual at first sight, but Lucky
Ngewenya, our guide for the day, said we
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should have a closer look at the nests. To
our amazement, the nests were
constructed entirely of wires, mostly
barbed wire! The nests are rather bulky

Spike-heeled Lark using a fence for surveillance purposes.
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Pied Crow nest constructed entirely of wire, mostly barbed wire (Wakkerstroom, 2017).

structures and must weigh at least a couple
of kilograms.
Although crows usually use sticks,
often obtained from thorny shrubs, for
their nest structure, the use of wires in nest
construction have been reported for Cape
and Pied Crows (Rennie 1941; Markus
1967; Winterbottom 1975). As you can
imagine, these wire nests can be rather
heavy: Winterbottom (1975) mentions two
Cape Crow nests weighing 2 700 g and 2
000 g respectively, and Markus (1967)
provided details of two Pied Crow nests
weighing 257 g and 2 505 g respectively.
Although the nests are usually constructed
with a combination of wire and sticks, allwire nests are known for Cape Crow but
not for Pied Crows (Winterbottom 1975).
Fencing wire (both smooth and barbed) is
the most common type of wire used in
crow nests but the use of copper wire has
also been reported (Markus 1967).
In case you wonder how crows
manage to incubate their eggs on such a
prickly substrate; they line their nests with
copious amounts of animal hair, including
wool, and textiles. A truly remarkable and
adaptable bird is the crow.
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References
Markus MB 1967. Notes on the wires from two
crow nests. Ostrich 38: 56-57.
Rennie F 1941. Notes on some birds of East
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Not a bird, but a flying animal nonetheless. The remains of a bat caught on a barbed wire.
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Interesting recent sightings in the Polokwane 100 km
15 June – 15 August 2018
Share your interesting sightings, interactions, behaviour etc. seen in your garden or
elsewhere within a 100 km radius of Polokwane. Please submit your sightings to
thelarknews@gmail.com and include the date, locality and a brief write-up of your sighting.
Photos are welcome but will be used by the discretion of the editors.

National Rarity
1. African Skimmer – 28 July 2018.
Three birds seen on private property
on a farm dam in the Lowveld (Daniel
and Derek Engelbrecht). Site not shown
on the map above.

Three African Skimmers seen on a private
farm in the lowveld. © Daniel Engelbrecht
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SABAP2 ORFs
2. Capped Wheatear – 18 June 2018. A single bird
seen at Letaba Estates (Johan Botma). This species
is a rarity in the lowveld.

8. White-backed Duck – 29 July 2018. Seven birds
seen on a small farm dam next to the road (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
9. African Pygmy Goose – 29 July 2018. A pair seen
at Goergap farm in the Waterberg (Daniel
Engelbrecht).

Capped Wheatear. © Johan Botma

3. Quailfinch – 24 June 2018. Five adults seen in
open grassland (Dirk and Karen Van Stuyvenberg).
4. Short-toed Rock Thrush – 8 July 2018. A single
male seen on rocky slopes in the village of Kgwara
(Richter Van Tonder).

African Pygmy Goose. © Derek Engelbrecht

10. White-backed Duck – 29 July 2018. At least 8
birds seen on a farm dam near Sterkloop (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
Best of the Rest
11. African Pied Wagtail (Albino) – 21 June 2018. A
single bird seen at the Tzaneen Showgrounds
(Dalena Mostert).

Short-toed Rock Thrush. © Richter Van Tonder

5. Retz’s Helmetshrike – 18 July 2018. Nine birds
seen in broad-leaved woodland in a bird party
which included White-crested Helmetshrikes.
(Warwick Tarboton).
6. White-backed Duck – 18 July 2018. Two birds
seen on a farm dam (Warwick Tarboton).
7. Red-billed Oxpecker – 28 July 2018. A few birds
seen near De Loskop (Susan Dippenaar).

12. Blue Crane – 19 July 2018. Not quite within the
100 km radius but a mere 2.5 km outside the
western edge of the 100 km radius, this record
deserves a mention as the Blue Cranes may venture
into ‘our’ radius. Two adults and a juvenile were
seen in a fallow field (Warwick Tarboton).
13. African Grey Hornbill – 7 August 2018. A single
male seen calling in Welgelegen (Derek
Engelbrecht).
14. Thick-billed Weaver – 12 August 2018. Several
birds feeding on a lawn in Welgelegen in Polokwane
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht
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Migrant arrivals: July – 15 August 2018
Derek Engelbrecht and Joe Grosel
The summer migrants are now well on their way and some have already arrived. We have
received notice of the following species so far. Please keep an eye or ear open for these and
send your record with a date and locality to either Joe or Derek. The bulk of the migrants will
arrive in September and October, so this is a very exciting time to be out there.
Species
Lesser Striped Swallow

Intra-African

Observer
JDB

African Paradise Flycatcher

Intra-African

DM

7 Jul

Sapekoe Tea Estate

Western Osprey

Palaearctic

AP

9 Jul

East of Lower Sabie, KNP*

Klaas’s Cuckoo

Intra-African
Intra-African
Inta-African

AP
DE
LVdW

11 Jul
2 Aug
14 Jul

Lake Panic, KNP*
University of Limpopo
Foskor, Phalaborwa

Common Sandpiper

Intra-African/resident
Intra-African/resident
Palaearctic

RVT
DE
DE

18 Jul
14 Aug
24 Jul

Wood Sandpiper

Palaearctic

dE

29 Jul

Letaba Estates*
Hwiti (Greatheads)
Mankweng Sewerage Treatment
Works
Letaba Estates

White-throated Swallow

Intra-African

JDB

7 Aug

Flora Park Dam, Polokwane

Yellow-billed Kite

Palaearctic

MF

10 Aug

Greater Striped Swallow

Intra-African

JG

12 Aug

Sekone and outside Louis Trichardt
Tembele Estate, Polokwane

Red-breasted Swallow

Intra-African

JDB

12 Aug

Wahlberg’s Eagle

Intra-African

LG

14 Aug

African Skimmer
African Black Swift*

Migrant

Date

Locality

4 Jul

Eiland Resort, east of Letsitele

Tweefontein smallholdings, Polokwane
Polokwane Nature Reserve

AP – Annaliese Pretorius; DE – Derek Engelbrecht; dE – Daniel Engelbrecht; DM – Dalena Mostert; JDB – Jody De
Bruyn; JG – Joe Grosel; LG – Lisa Grosel; LVdW – Lieliebet Van der Westhuizen; MB – Michael Bosman; MF –
Mark Friskin; RvT – Richter van Tonder.

*Possibly overwintering birds
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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
It’s that time of the year when the weavers start building their nests. This very interesting
article in Wild Rhodesia Vol 13 of 1977 shows just how much effort goes into constructing
their distinctive nests.
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Something new
Now this is an article to cite when your mates ask you ‘But why birds?’. Since they are
such a part of our daily lives, we often take birds and the services they provide for granted.
This interesting article is a nice recap on why they are so special. Enjoy!
Whelan CJ, Şekercioğlu ÇH and Wenny DG 2015. Why birds matter: from economic ornithology to ecosystem services. Journal of Ornithology. DOI 10.1007/s10336-015-1229-y
Abstract
Abstract Birds are conspicuous in many habitats, occur worldwide, are ecologically diverse,
and are better known than other vertebrate groups. Birds devour pests, pollinate flowers,
disperse seeds, scavenge carrion, cycle nutrients, and modify the environment in ways that
benefit other species. Investigation of these ecosystem functions directly as ecosystem services has grown immensely over the last two decades and the ecological relevance of birds is
well established. Birds are also observed, fed, and used as artistic and spiritual inspiration by
millions of people around the globe. Yet the economic relevance of birds is not widely appreciated and the economic relevance to human society of birds’ ecological roles is even less
understood. Quantifying the services provided by birds is crucial to understand their importance for ecosystems and for the people that benefit from them. In this paper, we briefly
review the rise and fall of economic ornithology and call for a new economic ornithology with
heightened standards and a holistic focus within the ecosystem services approach. Birds’ ecological roles, and therefore, ecosystem services, are critical to the health of many ecosystems
and to human well-being. By understanding and valuing bird services and disservices through
careful natural history research, we can better assess the environmental consequences of
bird declines and extinctions and communicate these findings to the public and policy makers,
thereby increasing public support for the conservation of birds and their habitats.
If you would like to get a copy of this article, drop me a note and I will send you a copy.
Alternatively, you can contact the author directly at: whelanc@uic.edu
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IMPORTANT ENVIRONMENTAL DATES: September/October 2018
Date
1-7 September
15 September
10-16 September
16 September
21 September
22 September
24 September
26 September
30 September
2 October
4 October
9-15 October
13 October
24 October

Event
National Arbor Week
International Coastal Clean-up Day
Clean-up and Recycle SA Week
International Day for the Preservation of the Ozone Layer
Zero Emissions Day (ZEDAY)
World Rhino Day
Heritage Day
World Environmental Health Day
World Rivers Day
World Habitat Day
World Animal Day
National Marine Week
African Penguin Day
International Day of Climate Action

UPCOMING CLUB EVENTS
Date
30 Aug – 02 Sep

Event
Contact
West Rand Honorary Rangers present an LBJ Identification Course in NG
Letaba Camp, KNP (course presenter – Joe Grosel)
01 Sep
Day outing to the Pierre Homan farm and Letaba Estates- RVT
Tzaneen/Letsitele
15 Sep
Friends of the Blouberg Nature Reserve are celebrating International SV/LK
Vulture Awareness Day
27 – 30 Sep
SanParks Honorary Rangers – Limpopo Region present a Raptor Iden- CH
tification Course in Letaba Camp, KNP (course presenter – Joe Grosel)
12 – 14 Oct
Weekend outing to Golwe Campsite in eastern Venda*
RVT
19 – 21 Oct
Friends of Nysvley Nature Reserve are hosting an ‘Owls Weekend’ at MM
Nylsvley (hosted by Geoff Lockwood)
02 Nov
Night Drive and evening picnic in the Polokwane Game Reserve. Con- RVT/LG
firm attendance by 26 October 2018.
21 Nov
Year-end club event at the Capricorn Racing Club
LG
24 Nov
Birding Big Day 2018
Lisa Grosel – LG (083 380 2322); Charles Hardy – CH (083 457 1721); Leonie Kellerman – LK (082 2671920);
Marion Mengel – MM ( 0834551736); Norma Gardiner – NG (079 754 1987); Richter van Tonder – RVT
(082 213 8276); Saartjie Venter – SV (083 653 0475).
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