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Birding Big in the Agulhas Plain
BirdLife South Africa’s 37th Birding Big Day (BBD) will take place on Saturday November 27,
2021. After a very good winter rainy season with rivers, vleis and pans overflowing, the
Agulhas Plain promises very good birding. To take part in the national Birdlife South Africa
Birding Big Day you need to register by completing the online form.
Visit
https://www.birdlife.org.za/support-us/events/birding-big-day-2021/ for all the details and
to register on line. You can also visit Soutbosch on the Elim Road to spend the day birding.

The rainy season of 2021
Good rain fell in the Agulhas Plain from March, with the most in May. A farm in the
Agulhas Plain measured 505,5mm from March to September and Springfield, situated on
the northern foothill of the Soetanysberg measured 727mm. The heavy rain since March
resulted in the flooding of the Agulhas wetlands and the gravel roads were inaccessible at
times. The Brandfontein road, for example, was flooded from May by the Springfield
Saltpans, as well as by the Rhenosterkop Saltpan. Soetendalsvlei appeared to flood to the
west and towards the Elim gravel road. Everywhere pans and vleis formed. All this water
eventually attracted the birds. (Images by Lukas Wessels)
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The Ibis invasion of the Agulhas Plain – Wim De Klerk
The Agulhas Plain hosts three Ibis species – the African Sacred Ibis (Skoorsteenveër,
Threskiornis aethiopicus), the Hadeda Ibis (Bostrychia hagedash) and the Glossy Ibis
(Glansibis, Plegadis falcinellus). When driving out for the day, it is almost unthinkable not
to find one of the three species, but this was not the case not too long ago. Stark &
Sclater (1906) reported that the African Sacred Ibis in those days only bred on offshore
Islands and was regarded as a winter visitor to the interior. From 1935 to 1957 Robinson,
Robinson and Winterbottom recorded no African Sacred Ibis in the Agulhas Plain. It was
only during SABAP1 (1987-1993) that 167 specimens were recorded in the area. During
SABAP2 (2010-2019) a whopping 441 specimens were recorded – a dramatic increase.
Similarly, the Hadeda Ibis was absent from 1935 to 1957 and only 52 specimens were
recorded during SABAP1. The SABAP2 number for this species is an astounding 496
specimens – a massive increase. For the Glossy Ibis the south-western limit of the
historical range in 1950 was Knysna. Only five records were recorded during SABAP1.
For SABAP2 that number stands at 76, another impressive increase! So, clearly the Ibis
species have come to stay and are very happy at the southernmost tip of Africa. The
question now is: what is/was the effect of this influx on competitive feeders of the
Agulhas Plain.
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Great Snipe, Gallinago media (Dubbelsnip)
The Great Snipe weighs up to 230g. They migrate from Scandinavia to
Africa at a height of 6km. A recent observation showed one flew at a
height of 8,7km which according to BirdLife is a world record. The
Great Snipe looks almost identical to the African Snipe, Gallinago
nigripennis (Afrikaanse Snip) which is seen regularly in the Agulhas
Plain. The Great Snipe has not been spotted yet.
A Black-winged Stilt inspiring people – Lukas Wessels
A Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus (Rooipootelsie), on her nest in the middle of a big pan of water that is
otherwise a grain field in the Agulhas Plain, inspired a pastor in Ireland to use it as the theme for his weekly message. The
wetlands and veld of the Agulhas Plain were exceptionally beautiful with all the water this past season. Every time we visited
we saw something different with the biggest variety of water birds I have ever seen over a very long period. The Blackwinged Stilt caught my eye and I decided to watch them through the whole hatching period until the chicks were out. There
were four eggs and about two to three chicks hatched. I sent the pictures of the Stilt on her nest and eggs to my pastor
friend in Ireland and he included the event in his sermon. It makes me proud that our nature in South Africa is used in other
countries to inspire people. Go to https://youtu.be/hXYXx2t0mpY to listen to the message inspired by a Black-winged Stilt in
the Agulhas Plain.

World wide count of Waders 6 & 7 November 2021
The Wader Quest, a charity based in the United Kingdom, will be holding a world wide count of
Waders over the weekend of November 6 and 7, 2021. Interested birders can sign up for the event
on BirdLasser called “Wader Conservation World Watch 2021”. The Wader Quest website is
www.waderquest.net. Information about the count is under ”Events” and “Wader Conservation
World Watch”.
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Western Cattle Egret, Bubulcus ibis (Veereier)
The Western Cattle Egret is called a Bosluisvoël, or Tick Bird in the vernacular, because of being around
grazing animals most of the time; including Ostriches. The Afrikaans name Veereier is very appropriate and
descriptive, as with most names of birds, flowers and animals in Afrikaans. This Egret is small, stocky, all
white when not breeding, yellow/orangy plumes on the crown, back and breast when breeding. The bill
and legs are yellow to orange and short; the neck is also short. Its habitat is grasslands, pastures,
cultivated fields and in the evenings around shorelines of inland waters. It feeds on insects disturbed by
grazing animals and follows ploughs to pick up soil invertebrates. It may perch on the backs of mammals.
The breeding season is from August to February, peaking in November and December. It breeds in
colonies with other birds like herons and ibises, called heronries. These birds can be seen all over the
wetlands and agricultural fields when driving through the Agulhas Plain. (SOURCE: SASOL Birds of South
Africa and Robert’s Birds of Southern Africa)
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Birds and wind farms: a study on collision mortality
The 21st Conference of Parties of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) held in Paris,
France in 2015 led to an agreement to hold the increase in global temperatures to below 2°C, above pre-industrial levels, and
pursue efforts to limit the increase to 1.5°C, depending on global emissions peaking around 2020. Achieving this requires
large-scale and rapid deployment of renewable energy technologies. Wind farms are the most well-developed, cheapest,
widely available and feasible renewable energy technologies for electricity generation, and are likely to form an important
component of renewable electricity generation strategies. Wind farms can however have negative impacts upon
biodiversity. They can pose a significant collision risk to flying animals. Most studies into the collision risk between species
and wind turbines, however, have taken place in industrialised countries. Potential effects for many locations and species
therefore remain unclear. To redress this gap, a systematic literature review of recorded collisions between birds and wind
turbines within developed countries was conducted. Collision rate to species-level traits and turbine characteristics were
related to quantify the potential vulnerability of 9538 bird globally. Avian collision rate was affected by migratory strategy,
dispersal distance and habitat associations. For birds larger turbine capacity (megawatts) increased collision rates; however,
deploying a smaller number of large turbines with greater energy output reducedtotal collision risk per unit energy output In
South Africa there are concerns for raptors. Cape vultures, martial eagles and black harriers are all threatened species which
have incurred deaths from wind turbines. South Africa is working towards building similar tools for all these species
(SOURCE: Chris B. Thaxter, Graeme M. Buchanan, Jamie Carr, Stuart H. M. Butchart, Tim Newbold, Rhys E. Green, Joseph A.
Tobias, Wendy B. Foden, Sue O’Brien and James W. Pearce-Higgins. 2017. Bird and bat species’ global vulnerability to
collision mortality at wind farms revealed through a trait-based assessment. Read the full article at
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2017.0829, picture: Migrating Cranes, J. Meyer)
Comparing male and female birds – Steve Peck, Napier Birding
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An army of Micro Frogs: an exciting Nuwejaars wetlands discovery
A new discovery in the Nuwejaars wetlands has created much excitement for amphibian experts
and conservationists alike. A new subpopulation of the Critically Endangered Micro Frog
(Microbatrachella capensis) has been found in a hidden wetland in the Nuwejaars Wetlands Special
Management Area. The Micro Frog is a tiny species, about the size of a person’s thumbnail when it
is fully grown. It was previously known from just four subpopulations between the Cape Flats and
the southern tip of Africa. If you combine the total area that this amphibian species occupies in the
world, it amounts to just 7km². The Micro Frog is Critically Endangered due to this very small range,
as well as habitat loss or degradation within this very restricted range as a result of urbanisation,
agricultural expansion and invasive alien vegetation. This discovery appears to show a previously
unknown sub-population, making it only the fifth left in the world. It also seems to indicate that the
Agulhas Plain is a stronghold for the species, with another subpopulation found in the neighbouring Agulhas National Park.
The army of around 30 individual frogs was found by University of Stellenbosch student, Oliver Angus, while working with the
conservation team of the Nuwejaars Wetlands Special Management Area. The discovery was completely unexpected as they
were actually searching for the Cape Platanna when the Micro Frog was found. This is a whole new catchment for them in a
20km range extension. During the monitoring activities a number of populations of the Endangered Cape Platanna (Xenopus
gilli) were found. The Cape Platanna is also in trouble – it is known from only four locations in the world, and is extremely
sensitive to habitat change.

An Introduction to the Biodiversity of the Cape - Gavin W. Maneveldt, Dept of Biodiversity and Conservation Biology,
University of the Western Cape
After Indonesia and Brazil, South Africa is the third-most biologically diverse country in the world. Within the Western Cape,
however, the Cape Floral Kingdom is unrivalled in its existence. On a per area basis, the Cape Floral Kingdom (colloquially
known as fynbos) has the highest concentration of plant species in the world. Unfortunately, though, the Western Cape is
also losing plant species at an unprecedented rate estimated at several hundred times that of the natural rate of extinction!
In addition to highlighting the common fynbos plant families, Prof Maneveldt’s talk highlighted the biodiversity richness of
South Africa and the Western Cape in particular. He gave some historical background to the reasons for the existence of the
fynbos biome; and commented on the biodiversity status and threats to the floral diversity within the Western Cape. Prof
Maneveldt concluded with a sobering account of humanity’s global impact on biodiversity, but also gave insight into some
solutions for biodiversity conservation. For the first time in 2021, comments on the impact of COVID-19 were included. (A
short summary of a very interesting presentation on September 18, 2021 as part of the Heritage month programme)
Conservation Conversations: Birding in the Agulhas National Park and surrounds - Dr Wim de Klerk
BirdLife South Africa hosted a Conservation Conversations with Dr Wim De Klerk, Agulhas Plain Birding Project,
on September 8, 2021, through a webinar on Birding in the Agulhas National Park and surrounds. About 430
viewers attended the webinar live and another 30 or more on Facebook Live. BirdLife SA estimated that an
audience of 650+ watched, taking into account the multiplication factor of several people to a screen. This
webinar has secured the Park and its neighbours in the Agulhas Plain as the birding destination of the future.
The YouTube recording is available at https://youtu.be/RpGa60Rw8us.
Donation of 10 KVA Generator to the Agulhas National Park – Alliston Appel
On September 28, 2021, the Agulhas Region of the SANParks Honorary Rangers officially
handed over a generator (10 KVA), donated by the West Rand Region Honorary Rangers, to
Alliston Appel, Senior People & Conservation officer, to be used at the Bosheuwel
Environmental Education Centre. Bosheuwel receives its electricity directly from Eskom and
is experiencing problems on a regular basis which can be detrimental when hosting a camp
for up to 50 learners at times. It will also ensure that operations can continue in the event of
power outages such as during load shedding. Thank you to Chairperson Rudi Perold, and
Region members William Eliot and Jonathan Conan. Agulhas National Park appreciates the
efforts and support to SANParks, specifically contributions to the Park over many years.
Chris Van Gass, avid birder, retired journalist and supporter of
Environmental Education programmes
Thank you for years of editing the English text of the Agulhas eBulletin.

