
 

   
Issue No. 9 – September 2017 

NEWSLETTER 

 
About the EBC – We founded the EBC in 2014, intending to focus on the habitats and birds of the Eastern 

Escarpment with its rich biodiversity.  Whilst founded in Dullstroom, we are broad-based drawing members from 
the Blyde Canyon in the north down to Chrissiesmeer in the South. We are affiliated to BirdLife South Africa 
(BLSA) who have invited us to be the Local Conservation Group for the Steenkampsberg Important Bird (and 

Biodiversity) Area 
 
 

A WORD FROM THE CHAIRMAN…. Cover Photograph by Annemarie Davis 
 
Hi All, 
 
I am sure you all found, like we did, that autumn and winter birding was very much below par, which we suspect was 
due to the aftermath of the drought with large numbers of our birds migrating to more attractive climates.  Let’s 
hope they remember to return en-masse this Spring. 
 
This edition of EBC News is once more “bumper” size due to our focus on Conservation, and we are truly grateful to 
our contributors for some fine conservation articles in this edition. 
 
The response has been so overwhelming that we have many to carry over for our year-end edition. 
 
By emphasizing conservation in this edition, we are fulfilling our mandate as BirdLife South Africa’s Local 
Conservation Group for the Steenkampsberg IBA, and highlighting the vital role we all can play in protecting our birds 
and their habitats. 
 
We trust you will find these illuminating and hopefully challenging, especially if you are a farmer in this unique and 
special part of South Africa. 
 
As a club, we continue to make good progress and now we communicate to a database of over 450, as a result of the 
successful Dullstroom Flufftail Festival earlier this year. 
 
We are pleased to announce and would ask you to Save The Date for our Escarpment Birding Workshop to be held 
over the weekend of 2 – 4 March 2018, which will be an annual filler event between the years that the Dullstroom 
Flufftail Festive is held (You do know we have four, don’t you?!) 
 
This will be led by Geoff Lockwood, Etienne Marais and Duncan McKenzie, three of our leading birding guides, and 
experts on our area.  Hopefully we uncover more specials in the field walks. 
 
Another noteworthy event to diarise in our Events calendar at the back of the newsletter is the training course for 
Community and Lodge Bird Guides to be led by Joe Grossel of Tembele Ecological Services.  This will take place at 
Verlorenkloof Estate (with accommodation generously donated by the Estate).  The course will be held between 27 
February and 2 March 2018.  Fuller details will follow.  So far we have 5 candidates and can accommodate up to 12. 
 
On the brighter side, we are now in early Spring and hopefully we get some early Spring rains! 
 
Enjoy birding this Spring. 
 
Kind regards 

George Skinner 
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FLOCK AT SEA 2017 – MOSTLY BIRDING AT SEA 
May 11, 2017 Don Reid  

For a more detailed article and larger pictures, please visit Don Reid’s blog at 
http://mostlybirding.com/2017/05/11/flock-at-sea-2017-mostly-birding-at-sea/ 

Two weeks ago we were on the MSC Sinfonia, around 200 nautical miles (in kms that’s .. um .. very far) south of 
Mossel Bay, now we’re back in that town and have had time to reflect on what turned out to be a truly memorable 
trip, for many reasons. 
Here’s my take on it……  
 
The Build-up 

Ever since booking our 
places on the “Flock at 
Sea 2017” cruise some 9 
months prior, Gerda and 
I had been looking 
forward to the 
experience of a 4 night 
cruise aboard the MSC 
Sinfonia, along with 
almost 2,000 other 
birders – a “cruise to 
nowhere” out of Cape 
Town with the main aim 
of seeing as many sea 
birds as possible in three 
and a bit days, cruising 
in the waters off the 
southern coast of South 
Africa. 

A facebook page created 
for the event and regular Birdlife SA emails provided essential information, building to a crescendo in the final weeks 
and days leading to embarkation day – 24 April 2017.  There was also no shortage of seabird ID advice including a set 
of ID sheets depicting the birds most likely to be seen which I printed and put in my trip file. 
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Leaving Table Bay – first sunset 

First birds encountered were those favouring the shallower waters close to land – White-chinned Petrel, a skein of 
Cape Cormorants flying by in their typical V – formation, Cape Gannets and the first Albatross – a Black-browed sitting 
on the sea. 

Birding at Sea 

Day One (Tuesday) 
The birders who were up early enough on the first morning were treated to sensational birding, the highlight being a 
Light-mantled Albatross, classed as a mega-rarity in Southern Africa. Unfortunately I missed out on this opportunity 
and had to be content with the 3 lifers I saw later on during the day – certainly a thrill but dampened somewhat by 
hearing what I had missed during the first few hours. 

The rear decks seemed to be the place to be, crowded with keen birders on every available level, to the extent that 
I had to wait patiently for some to disperse before finding a place at the rail. At other times I spent time on the bow 

decks and on the side decks which provided a different 
perspective. 

The stern deck 
 
Regular sightings of birds flying into the calmer wake of the ship 
were announced by the experts and were met by a hum of 
excitement by the layers of birders, followed by clicking of the 
many cameras. Albatrosses were plentiful, including 
Wandering, Southern Royal and Indian Yellow-nosed Albatross, 
with Sooty and Great Shearwaters and a White-headed Petrel 
(my first lifer for the trip) in the mix. On our way back to the 
cabin a Sooty Albatross flew by for my second lifer of the 
morning, albeit a view diffused by the glass sides at that spot. 

Returning in the afternoon to the still crowded stern decks, I added a further lifer when an Antarctic Prion glided 
past the wake and an imposing Northern Giant Petrel swept by in grand fashion.   
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Day Two (Wednesday)  
I made sure I was in position early morning, which was a lot quieter birding-wise, nevertheless Shy Albatross and Soft-
plumaged Petrel showed well. After a quick breakfast in the cabin I was back on the stern decks where chumming 
was being done using large frozen blocks of chum, to little effect it seemed, other than another White-headed Petrel 
which performed beautifully in the wake along with a Northern Giant Petrel. 

Late afternoon saw me in position once again on the rear deck for some further birding, when a double rainbow 
developed and soon stretched across the horizon in a display that was nothing short of amazing – it also reminded me 
of those half-moon shaped “orange slice” sweets we used to have as a treat when we were kids.  As a bonus, at that 
moment a clutch of Albatrosses glided gracefully across the face of the rainbow, turning it into a quite magical scene, 
impossible to reproduce in an ordinary photo. 

Albatrosses gliding by the rainbow 

As if this was not enough, it was followed by a 
sunset to dream about as the ship slowly 
continued on its way into the night. 

The wind had come up strongly, which made for 
interesting, slightly drunken walks down those 
long passages, a challenging shower 
experience and a night of being bounced gently 
in our bed as the Sinfonia battled against 80 
km/h winds and high swells – thank goodness for 
stabilizers! 

Day Three (Thursday) 
Down the long passage and onto the stern deck, 
where several birds were hanging around the 

wake – Shy and Indian Yellow-nosed Albatrosses, Great-winged Petrel, Great Shearwater and White-chinned Petrel 
were all prominent, plus a couple of new species appeared when Cape Gannets were seen nearby and a lone 
Subantarctic Skua flew in close to the ship. After breakfast I added Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross to my list before 
heading to the theatre for a highlight of the trip – the talk on Albatrosses by Peter Harrison. 

This was followed by lunch where after we headed to our cabin for a bit of a break from all the activity………..  not 
for long, as I glanced through the cabin window and noticed an Albatross passing by, then another…. and another. So 
I grabbed my gear and headed to deck seven starboard to find a continuous stream of seabirds passing by – my guess 
was that they were heading towards the trawler we had seen earlier, “towing” in its wake a flock of many hundreds 

of birds. 

Trawler with Flock of birds – at sea 
 
The stream continued steadily for more than an 
hour during which time a few hundred 
Albatrosses, Gannets, Petrels, Shearwaters and 
Storm Petrels passed from bow to stern, many 
doing an airborne pirouette and a pas de 
deux before going on their way – apart from the 
thrill of the lifers on Day One, this was for me the 
absolute birding highlight of the trip. Just a pity 
all the Birdlife guides were attending the AGM, 
so there was no one to confirm the ID of some of 
the trickier birds that passed by, including 
some Storm Petrels in the distance. 

All this excitement needed a short nap to recover, by which time the wind had died, the sea had gone quiet with 
hardly a swell and the birds had all but disappeared. 
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However that was not quite the last of the birding – after dinner at 10.30 pm I went to deck 6 starboard where it was 
said Great Shearwaters were feeding and sure enough there they were, up to seven visible at a time, feeding near 
the ship’s side, drawn to it by the lights.  Here is my Bird List for the trip…… 

        ALBATROSSES 
 

Black-browed Albatross was the most frequently seen Albatross:  black back, broad black 
edging to the white underwings, orange bill 

 

Shy Albatross was next most numerous: black back, narrow black edging to the white 
underwings, bluish bill 

 

Wandering Albatross seen several times on the first day: largest of the Albatrosses, white 
back, mostly black upper wings fading to white nearer body 

 Southern Royal Albatross seen once on day one: white back, black wings with white 
patches (No Photo) 

 

Sooty Albatross seen once on day one (Lifer!): all dark with white crescent around eyes 

 

Indian Yellow-nosed Albatross seen a few times during trip: black back, black edging to 
white underwings, white face with black bill 

 Atlantic Yellow-nose Albatross seen just once: as for last species but grey face (No Photo) 
 
            PETRELS 

 

White-chinned Petrel seen regularly throughout trip: large dark seabird with pale bill and 
white “chin” at base of bill 
 

 

White-headed Petrel seen a couple of times (Lifer!): smaller seabird with dark bill, white 
face with dark mask around eyes 
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Northern Giant Petrel seen a couple of times: large dark seabird with heavy bill 

 

Great-winged Petrel seen regularly throughout trip: medium-sized dark seabird, dark bill 
 

 

Soft-plumaged Petrel seen just once: smaller seabird with light body, grey neck band, 
dark bill 
 

 
       SHEARWATERS 

 
Sooty Shearwater seen a few times: small dark seabird with silvery underwing, dark bill 
(No photo) 

 

Great Shearwater seen regularly throughout trip: small seabird with light body, mottled 
wings, black cap and dark bill 

 
       OTHER SPECIES 
 

 

Cape Gannet seen regularly during trip: unique giss – easily identifiable 

 

Antarctic Prion seen once during trip (Lifer!): small pale blue-grey seabird with dark 
“lazy” M across upper wings 

 

Subantarctic Skua seen a few times on last day: large, dark seabird with white 
underwing flashes 
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The Talks 
I had planned to attend more but the birding was just too attractive, so in the end I limited it to three of the talks: 

Dale Morris on Bird Photography – he showed us an impressive set of his images along with tips on getting that 
different shot, more art-like compared to the usual “bird on a stick”, as he put it. 
 
Faansie Peacock on Digital Painting – fascinating and inspiring enough to persuade me to try it at the earliest 
opportunity (I have ordered a graphics tablet as a starter) 
 
The end result of a 40 minute digital painting session – 
and he made it look easy! 
 
Peter Harrison on Albatrosses – Ocean Nomads – the 
person introducing him used phrases such as “inspiring”, 
“best speaker he had ever heard”, “brings tears to your 
eyes” which I was wont to dismiss as hyperbole, but once 
his mesmerizing talk was done, I realised he was spot on. 
Certainly one of the best speakers I have heard and yes, 
I had a tear welling at times during his talk, which had 
me literally spellbound and on the edge of my seat for 
the full hour. 
Albatrosses have always held a certain magic for me, 
which Peter Harrison took to a new level – I will never 
view Albatrosses quite the same again. 

And it’s Over! 
We docked before sunrise in Cape Town harbour, only to be met by the most beautiful scenes of the harbour bathed 
in the early morning hues, turning ordinary dockyard scenes into those worthy of hanging on your walls. 

A fitting end to a spectacular and memorable trip! Thanks and Well done to BirdLife SA! 

 

CHRISSIESMEER CRANE FESTIVAL 2017 
By Steven Segang, Highveld Project Field Officer 

 
The sixth annual Chrissiesmeer Crane Festival was held from 23 – 24 June 2017. Credit need to be given to Charmain 
Bouwer of U and Me Creative, who was responsible for the venue, logistics, marketing and bookings. The crane 
festival was born after George Archibald visited this small town situated on the Highveld area of South Africa in the 
Mpumalanga Province.  
 
Since then it has flourished and showing growth each year where we celebrate and raise awareness of cranes as some 
of the species we work with but the approach has been inclusive all threatened species and their habitats. It is for 
that reason Mpumalanga celebrate the Grassland Week annually in combination with National Wetlands every year 
since 2014. It is branded Mpumalanga’s Twin Treasures and Chrissiesmeer is one of the areas that we try to highlight 
both as protected environment and for birding hotspot it is in the Province. 
 
Ursula and I were responsible for activities including the field trips, talks and community and learner involvement. 
People also enjoyed birds of Prey flight show by Dullstroom rehabilitation Centre and there was everything for 
everyone to enjoy. ACCP team and other EWT colleagues, as well as the South32 volunteers assisted through the day 
at the EWT stand and with the kids activities which included the colouring of Grey Crowned Cranes masks and pin 
the crown on the Crowned Crane. About 150 people attended the festival on the Saturday. 
 
The three field trips were once again the highlight of the festival with very good feedback received and for the 
second year in row, we spotted a family Of Blue Cranes in the same area with 80 Grey crowned Cranes. Compared to 
last year, this was a decrease from 140 Grey Crowned Cranes we saw but as my colleague Ursula put it, “we can’t 
get enough of them even if it is a small flock compared to other areas”.  
 
Some highlights of the photos taken below. 
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                       Crane viewing trips                                    A family of Blue Cranes also seen around 

 
           Ursula presenting about CPE during the festival                Entertainment by local traditional dancers 
 
 

THE CRANE CONUNDRUM 
 
Some headway has been made in protecting the three species of cranes present in the area, but the battle is 
far from won.   

By James van den Heever 
The Wetlander (Friends of Verloren Valei newsletter) 

 
Cranes are not ordinary birds. Around the world, their spectacular mating dances have made them important symbols: 
of joy and the celebration of life to the Romans and Greeks, of happiness and eternal youth across Asia. In Japan, 
they are associated with longevity. It’s an ironic commentary 
on modern civilisation that cranes are everywhere under 
threat, and the plight of America’s Whooping Crane inspired 
some of the first legislation in the United States to protect an 
endangered species.  
 
Verloren Valei and its surrounding areas are associated with 
three crane species: the Blue Crane (Anthropoides 
paradiseus), the Wattled Crane (Bugeranus carunculatus) and 
the Grey-Crowned Crane (Balearica regulorum). The Wattled 
Crane is the most endangered of the three.  
 

 
Grey-Crowned Cranes (Photograph: Franz Fuls) 
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Kerryn Morrison became active in the area in the 1990s while doing fieldwork on the cranes of the escarpment for 
her Master’s. At the time, farmers were not “sensitised” to conservation, and crane breeding grounds were under 
threat from farming operations. Mining and the burgeoning trout-fishing industry, which often meant turning wetlands 
into dams, were also making a major impact.  
 
Kerryn began to interact with local farmers to build awareness of the plight of the birds. Now, a decade or so later, 
the situation has improved markedly, says Ursula Franke, Highveld Regional Coordinator of the International Crane 
Foundation/ Endangered Wildlife Trust Partnership. “We have managed to turn things around as regards farmers, and 
all three species of cranes are doing better. Most farmers are now proud of the cranes that use their land.” 
 
In particular, says Ms Franke, the Steenkampsberg is regarded as one of the strongholds of the Blue Crane in 
Mpumalanga.  

 
  The plight of the Wattled Crane 
 
While co-existence between cranes and farmers has 
improved, unfortunately the Wattled Crane remains 
severely threatened. In a desperate effort to arrest the 
decline, the Highlands Crane Group in partnership with 
Verloren Valei and the South African Crane Working 
Group in 1995 began a well-publicised project to raise 
Wattled Crane chicks on Verloren Valei.  
 
Wattled and Grey Crowned Cranes on Lakenvlei 
(Photograph: Jody de Bruyn) 
 
The project had some success in raising a number to the 
fledgling stage, in large part thanks to the efforts of 
Martha Makuwa, who acted as the surrogate mother.  
 

A total of 13 birds were released into the wild, the last three into a flock in KZN, while others were taken to bird 
parks where they are still living and producing offspring. Many of those introduced into the wild were killed. Collisions 
with powerlines, hunting and even poisoning were just some of the causes of the high rate of mortality, according to 
Frans Krige, the Land Use Advisor/ Environmental Impact Assessment scientist resident in Dullstroom.  
At present, there is only one pair of Wattled Cranes in the newly proclaimed Greater Lakenvlei Protected 
Environment, and it’s not yet clear whether they will breed, says Ms Franke. 
 
Anybody who has anything to do with wildlife or conservation circles will not be surprised to know that there is 
considerable controversy around what is driving the decline in the Wattled Cranes, and particularly why they are not 
using Verloren Valei itself.  
 
According to Frans Krige, when he arrived at Verloren Valei in 1993, four pairs of Wattled Cranes were present on 
Verloren Valei, with a further four within the broader Belfast/ Dullstroom area. This was a substantial decline from 
1980, when there were reportedly 12 pairs on Verloren Valei and 33 in total across the Belfast/ Dullstroom area.  
What caused this calamitous decline in the population of Wattled Cranes in the area? 
 
Broadly speaking, the answer would be the habitat destruction across the area. As noted above, mining and trout-
fishing are both culprits. In addition, the proliferation of lodges close to breeding grounds does not help. A number 
are lost to collisions with power lines, and there is even still some hunting and poisoning of these birds.  
 
Within the Reserve, some believe that the removal of cattle was a negative factor, because bulk grazers create the 
short grasslands that the cranes need to forage successfully. However, as Mr Krige points out, cattle were still present 
on the Reserve in 1993, and Black Wildebeest were introduced to replace them—although Eland would have been 
preferred.  
 
“Our observations are that the destruction of habitat generally is responsible for the decline in the Wattled Cranes—
because they migrate between the Steenkampsberg and KwaZulu-Natal, they are dependent on the availability of 
the right sorts of habitat in both places, and along their migration routes,” Mr Krige says. “Unmarked powerlines are 
also a major factor.” 
 
One thing is clear: ecology is all about the connection between life forms, and no one species or geographical area 
can be considered in isolation. The decline in the Wattled Cranes, and in cranes generally, is an indication of the 
pressure that the increase in one species—humanity—is placing on the system.  
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Blue Cranes (Photograph: Mark Drysdale) 
 
Eco solutions set to imperil Blue Cranes  

 
Ironically, the proposed industrial wind 
farm along the slopes of the Sneeuberg, on 
the Southern Great Escarpment, just 22 
kilometres from the High Karroo Park, is 
set to threaten what the members of the 
Nama Karoo Foundation call one of the last 
few wilderness areas of the country, and 
home to the world’s largest populations of 
Blue Cranes.  
 
The growth in wind turbines is a direct 

result of the excessive focus on carbon as an agent of anthropogenic climate change, to the exclusion of any other 
conservation topics. These turbines have already proved to have negative effects on the environment. The 
Foundation’s newsletter says that “One 68 turbine WEF [wind energy facility] elsewhere killed 50 Golden eagles in 1 
year. Tortoises die from the low frequencies. Bat lungs implode, creating insect problems for farmers. New research 
shows bees are affected up to 200 km away. 65 km of new power lines are planned too.” 
 
The legal fight against this installation, which will apparently anyway be using outdated technology superseded in 
Europe, seems to have reached its end. The combination of big business and humanity’s insistence on the primacy of 
its needs is once again proving fatal to biodiversity.  
 
 

LANDOWNERS AS CONSERVATION CUSTODIANS – MANAGEMENT TOWARDS FOOD 
SECURITY AND GRASSLAND CONSERVATION IN HARMONY     

  July 2017 
Catherine Hughes and Dr Ian Little 

 
South Africa’s Grassland Biome provides the foundation for the country’s commercial agriculture (cattle, sheep, 
commercial timber, maize lands and wheat fields), as well as its mineral deposits – notably coal and gold. It is 
therefore the cornerstone for much of South Africa’s economy. Ecologically speaking, the Biome is second only to 
the Fynbos Biome in terms of species richness. Our highland grassland system alone is home to over 3,300 plant 
species, 15 endemic mammal species, twelve endemic bird species and five globally recognised RAMSAR wetland 
sites.  
 
Many landowners believe that rangeland-based agricultural activities within grasslands, such as beef cattle grazing, 
are incompatible with conservation. This is not the case, and private landowners may now enter into agreements 
with provincial government conservation departments to not only protect their land against mining and fracking, but 
also continue with their commercial agricultural activities. In fact, many of South Africa’s grassland habitats (in 
which many threatened plant and animal species live) are privately or communally owned, and it is imperative 
therefore that any efforts to conserve these areas include effective consultation and strong collaboration with private 
landowners. This approach to conservation and sustainable land management practices is known as Biodiversity 
Stewardship. It breaks the mould of traditional conservation efforts which have aimed to exclude people from 
protected areas, and can maintain functional mixed-use landscapes that contribute to biodiversity conservation, as 
well as agricultural productivity and socio-economic development within the local community. Game farming and 
ecotourism are particularly compatible with these initiatives. As an added benefit, a landowner may be entitled to 
municipal rate rebates and tax incentives for certain categories of Biodiversity Stewardship. 
 
Grazing and fire are two key management activities that have a marked influence on rangeland health – including 
species diversity for plants, animals, invertebrates and microorganisms. All of these species, in a balanced 
combination, contribute to the provision not only of food for domestic animals and game, but also for ecological 
functions such as water purification within wetland systems. There is a certain degree of interaction between the 
two key factors of fire and grazing at the landscape level, with herbivores altering the accumulation and distribution 
of litter by eating available biomass before it is consumed by fire.  
 
Rotation of grazing pastures, and prevention of overgrazing, is a key management practice for a healthy grassland 
ecosystem. In terms of fire, the moist highland grasslands of the Free State and Mpumalanga have in the past been 
naturally maintained by winter and spring fires. Academic studies have suggested that the natural fire frequency in 
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the highland grasslands (generally through lightning strikes) may have been as infrequent as every four years. It is 
recommended that, in a landscape that is continually being changed through economic and societal change, 
landowners promote a mosaic of burning regimes, with the majority burning biennially (every two years) or even 
less frequently. However, these mosaics should be supplemented with the use of fire-breaks, which should be burnt 
annually and preferably in mid winter. Ideally these fire-breaks should be in alternating strips to effectively only 
burn each strip every second year. This conservative management results in increased vegetation biomass along with 
an increase in overall palatability of the vegetation.  
 
In terms of timing, burning early in the growing season has become common practice among farmers, irrespective of 
the accumulation of organic material within the grasslands. These burns often follow the first rains of the season to 
allow for cool fires and avoid unwanted spread. However, recent studies by scientists have recommended that, in 
order to minimise erosion and optimise vegetation recovery, burning should take in late winter (mid-August).  
In order to encourage land management practices such as these, the facilitators of the Biodiversity Stewardship 
process develop management plans in collaboration with key experts and the landowners themselves, which suit their 
chosen land use and protect important species habitat on their property, while still encouraging landowners to farm 
profitably and sustainably.  
 
Using fire and grazing as tools for improved rangeland management and ecosystem health is necessary in modern 
farming practices where fire is managed and livestock are fenced. More information can be obtained through 
contacting ianl@ewt.org.za. 

 

 

SECURING CRITICAL CATCHMENTS THROUGH BIODIVERSITY STEWARDSHIP 
 
The Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Region NPC in 
collaboration with the Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks 
Agency (MTPA) is proud to be implementing a 3-year 
project funded by the UNDP’s Global Environmental 
Facility Programme (GEF) and facilitated by the South 
African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). 
 
The Project focusses on working with landowners through a process called biodiversity stewardship and aims to 
formally secure 35 000 ha in the Ehlanzeni District Municipality. Biodiversity stewardship is an approach to securing 
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land in biodiversity priority areas through entering into agreements with private and communal landowners, led by 
conservation authorities with environmental NGOs playing a key support role. The most important role-players 
however, are the farmers themselves without whom South Africa’s protected area expansion targets cannot be 
achieved and focussing on farmers as custodians of our natural heritage is what biodiversity stewardship is all about.  
 
It is well known that most of our critical biodiversity occurs on private and communal land and from where the 
majority of our ecosystem services such as water originate. The objective of biodiversity stewardship therefore is to 
conserve and manage biodiversity priority areas through voluntary agreements with landowners who, while gaining 
benefit from the land, also believe in its intrinsic value. Agreements can include formal protection under the National 
Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act (Act 57 of 2003; NEMPA) thus forming part of South Africa’s 
protected area network, as well as less formal agreements that focus on improving land management. Important 
principles of biodiversity stewardship are that landowners retain ownership and are the designated management 
authority in most cases unless the owner decides otherwise. Management plans are also developed in consultation 
with the landowners with the aim of capacitating and supporting them to better manage their land.  
 
Sites along the Mpumalanga Escarpment have been identified due to their importance as Critical Biodiversity Areas 
(CBAs) and Strategic Water Source Areas and is linked to Mpumalanga’s Protected Area Expansion Strategy. Currently, 
the project has two phases: The first is finalising an expansion of the Blyde Canyon Nature Reserve to the east which 
will see the reserve expanded by over 17 000 ha.  
 
An additional 6 000 ha of priority grasslands owned by the state and managed by Komatiland Forestry are also being 
declared. In the second phase private and communal landowners are being targeted and in the coming months we 
will be engaging with farmers, farmer’s associations and other relevant forums. For more information please contact 
Nick Theron at stewardship@kruger2canyons.org or 078 545 8977.  
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THE GREATER LAKENVLEI PROTECTED ENVIRONMENT 
Andy Mills 

 
In terms of the National Environmental Management Act (NEMA, Act No. 107 of 
1998) each province has a responsibility to compile, implement and manage an 
environmental management plan. Part of this plan includes the identification 
and proclamation of protected areas. The Mpumalanga province has identified 
a number environmentally sensitive areas that are under threat. 

 
Since 2011 the 
Endangered Wildlife 
Trust (EWT), Birdlife 
South Africa and the 
Mpumalanga Government 
have been working 
tirelessly to protect the 
unique environments which exist within the Mpumalanga 
Province. A major milestone was achieved in 2014 when the 
Chrissiesmeer area was proclaimed a protected environment. 
 
Since then these parties, together with concerned landowners, 
have focused their attention on the Greater Lakenvlei area, a 
vast tract of wetland between Dullstroom and Belfast. In the 
Provincial Government Gazette of 24th May 2014 the 
Mpumalanga Tourism & Parks Agency (MTPA) declared their 
intention to have the Greater Lakenvlei area declared as a 

protected environment. The protected area covers 14 000Ha and consists of 66 farm title deeds and 22 landowners.  
 
Considerable effort and cost has been deployed to undertake research and follow the processes required to have the 
area proclaimed a protected environment – in particular by EWT, Birdlife South Africa and the MTPA. 
 
The biodiversity and importance of this area for freshwater ecosystems and human well-being are exceptionally high. 
Driven largely by underground water and surface runoff, it is an important catchment for both the Olifants and 
Inkomati Rivers. The area is also the most diverse and unique peat eco-region in South Africa. The upper Lakenvlei 
is a summer home for the critically endangered White-winged flufftail (Sarothrura ayresi), a trans-African migrant. 
The area is also home to two vulnerable and endemic grassland birds, the Yellow-breasted Pipit (Anthus Chloris) and 
the Rudds Lark (Heteromirafra ruddi) as well as a vulnerable and endemic mammal, the Rough-haired Golden Mole 
(Chrysospalax villosus) and the endangered South African Oribi (Ourebia ourebi). The Greater Lakensvlei area is home 
to all three of South Africa’s crane species namely the vulnerable Blue (Anthropoides paradieseus) and Grey Crowned 

(Balearica regulorum) Cranes and the critically 
endangered Wattled Crane (Bugeranus 
carunculatus). Lakenvlei currently holds one of 
only two breeding pairs of Wattled Cranes in 
Mpumalanga. 
 
The landowners were all in agreement that 
having a legally declared protected area would 
assist them in addressing all aspects of 
managing this sensitive area – from tourism, to 
invasive species and mining.  
 
A request to have the area proclaimed as 
protected was then formulated and submitted 
to the MEC for Agriculture, Rural Development, 
Land and Environmental Affairs in June 2015.  
After more than a year of silence from the MTPA 
and the MEC’s office numerous steps were 
taken to have the MEC address the issue. This 
included a number of letters form ourselves, 
EWT and BirdLife SA. Then just as we were all 
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wondering if this would ever happen the GLPE was proclaimed legally as a protected area in the Provincial 
Government Gazette No 2800 on 7th April 2017. 
 
Now that the area has been declared the landowners have an obligation to manage the environment as per the 
National Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act (No 57 of 2003). The act is very specific in what the 
landowners are required to do.  
 
An environmental management consultancy was contracted to draw up a draft management plan for the GLPE. The 
document is extensive and yet generic. The GLPE Landowner’s Association are now tasked to “focus” this plan so 
that it includes very specific short and medium term goals. The following specific management responsibilities and 
objectives are contained in the management plan:  
 
• Security and Safety – The objective is to reduce the occurrence of illegal activities within the GLPE to a point 

where no illegal activities are recorded annually. This will be achieved by conducting security and safety audit 
to identify risk areas; develop and install communication network systems to ensure efficient and effective 
communication between landowners and law enforcement officials; Implement access control methods on the 
borders of the GLPE; and actively participate in security/community policing forums locally.  

• Neighbour Relations - to develop good working relationships with all surrounding landowners, create 
awareness of the value of the GLPE and its contribution to conservation in the region and province and minimise 
community related impacts on the GLPE. 

 
In order to achieve this the GLPELA will need to: 
 

• Develop good working relationships with all surrounding landowners, 

• Create awareness of the value 
of the GLPE and its 
contribution to conservation 
in the region and province, 
and 

• Minimise community related 
impacts on the GLPE. 

• Ecosystem Conservation - The 
farms are largely used for 
livestock grazing (Cattle and 
sheep) and tourism/conservation. 
It is important that the 
landowners commit to 
implementing a zoning plan. The 
overall objective would be to 
ensure no further degradation of 
the ecosystems by managing land 
uses effectively and broadening 
natural conservation areas within 
the GLPE.   

• Protection of important species 
- Habitat that supports existing 
populations of listed species will be effectively managed in an effort to ensure their persistence in the long-term.  
All existing crane nest sites will continue to be used by breeding pairs of cranes. There should be an ongoing 
assessment to increase the knowledge and understanding of the specific locations and conservation status of 
specific populations of high value or threatened status. All listed species populations should at least be mapped 
and monitored on at least a five-yearly basis.   

• Fire Management - The GLPE will abide by the National Veld and Forest Fire Act (101 of 1998). This will be 
achieved by joining PAFPA and complying with all rules and regulations as specified by PAFPA. The association 
should generate a 5-year burning programme that strives to meet the fire protection, conservation and livestock 
production goals of the GLPE. 
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• Grazing Management - grazing intensities must be kept as low 
as financially feasible in an effort to minimise the ecological 
effects of livestock grazing. Stocking rates are maintained 
below agricultural stocking rates, relative to present veld 
condition, in the zones that have a conservation objective, in 
an effort to minimise the impacts of livestock grazing. Grazing 
assessments were conducted on each property by a rangeland 
specialist. These assessments should be utilised for decision 
making purposes. In order to avoid selective grazing, which 
causes a decline in forbs, sheep should be intensively managed 
(i.e. not left in an area for extended periods) and cattle to 
sheep ratios should be maximised. Where sheep are used high 
cattle to sheep ratios are applied, preferably cattle: sheep 
ratios of 1:1 or higher. These objectives will require grazing in 
conjunction with autumn burning, rotation of camps including 
rest periods and management of pastures 

• Soil erosion control - There should be no natural areas in the GLPE that are actively eroding at rates more than 
would be expected in a natural environment. The GLPE should have an erosion control plan to prioritise re-
vegetation of the most serious problem areas first, i.e. areas that are impacting on the quality of water resources 
or that are growing bigger. The erosion areas have been captured in the Rehabilitation Zone and this should be 
formally implemented. The following projects will be required to achieve this objective: 

• Species introductions and problem animal control - landowners of the GLPE must consider both livestock and 
wildlife species to achieve their grazing and economic objectives. In addition to specie introduction, the 
management plan must also cover the management of problem animals. Specific goals must include the 
development of a list of potential wildlife species to be stocked on the GLPE as well as the development and 
implementation of a problem animal control protocol.   

   
Proposed Site of the 3 Crane Hide 
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• Practical research - The 

Landowners Association 
will welcome all relevant 
research projects which 
will add value to the 
overall decision making 
processes in the GLPE. 
These research projects 
will be selected based on 
relevance, credibility and 
the conditions of access 
to land by landowners. 
Specific action projects 
could include the 
establishment of a 
partnership with a 
suitable tertiary institute 
to enable research into 
the effects of livestock 
grazing within the 
protected environment on 
its biodiversity by 2015 
and a strategic research 
programme to effectively measure the impacts of changes in livestock management practices within the GLPE. 

• Invasive species - In accordance with section 76(1) of the Biodiversity Act, an invasive species control and 
eradication strategy must be developed for the entire GLPE, which will include a survey of all current and 
emerging invasive Listed Invasive Species plants. Current levels of invasive plant species infestation must be 
reduced to the point at which they can be maintained within the farm budgets. To achieve this objective annual 
invasive plant control programmes should be applied in an effort to ensure that infestations are effectively 
managed. 

• Commercial development - The overall objectives relating to large scale commercial development in and around 
the GLPE include the following: 

• No commercial mining takes place on the properties included in the GLPE without the written permission 
from the Minister. 

• All applications for large scale commercial development lodged on properties adjacent to the GLPE and 
the greater surrounding area are reviewed and where appropriate, objected to. 

• Register as an Interested and Affected Party in all proposed large scale commercial development 
applications that may impact on the GLPE, and where appropriate, lodge formal objections. 

• Tourism development - The overarching objectives relating to tourism development in the GLPE should include 
the implementation of an overarching tourism plan for the GLPE in alignment with the PE Zoning Plan over a 
period of five years. Job creation must be maximised through the creation of opportunities for local communities 
through tourism and related activities. Business opportunities for local SMME’s should be encouraged through 
tourism development. 

• Benefit flow management – This is the development and successful administration of a stakeholder liaison forum, 
consisting of representatives from the local communities. All Tourism Development must be based on the 
principles of Community Private Partnerships. A data base of Local Service Providers should be created and 
utilised wherever possible. The progress of the management must be reviewed on annual basis and then also 
reviewed in its totality every five years. 

The Committee of the GLPELA and key stakeholders will be meeting on 26th August 2017 to understand the 
landowner’s obligations and to formalize specific management objectives and goals.    

Once the Association is up and running and some short term measurable benefits have been achieved, the GLPLELA 
will then look to expanding the GLPE in a second phase of proclamation. 
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A close working relationship with other protected areas within the Steenkampsberg area will assist in minimizing the 
management effort needed to comply with legal responsibilities as well realise tangible benefits of a Protected Area. 
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CONSERVATION WITH ESCARPMENT BIRD CLUB 
 
EBC continues to make good progress with it’s conservations projects which include: 
 
(a) The eradication of wattles and other alien invasive species in the Dorps River catchment. The Steenkampsberg 

Farmers Association and Working for Water have formed a sub-committee to progress this project.  
 

(b)  We are engaging with MTPA and the Interested and Affected Landowners to create a Mountain Water Catchment 
Reserve comprising Mt Anderson Water Catchment Area and the surrounding properties inclusive of Gustaf 
Klingbiel NR; Sterkspruit NR; Ohrigstad Dam NR; Mt Sheba PNR; Paardeplaats Private Retreat NR; Whisky Creek 
PNR;  the Forestry Department properties east of Sterkspruit NR (managed by MTPA); Misty Mountain PNR; 
Mokobulaan and Buffelskloof 
PNRs and various other 
adjacent privately held 
properties. This is in view of 
the strategic importance of 
this 30000-40000 ha 
Mountain Water Catchment 
Reserve to the water 
resources of Mpumalanga.  
 

(c) The erection of the 3 Crane 
Bird Hide on the Holtzhausen 
property above the 
Lakenvlei Floodplain is now 
in the planning and 
fundraising phase, to add to 
the funds we have generated 
for this project as our club’s 
contribution. We will submit 
our proposals to the GLPE 
Manco once our proposals 
are more concrete;   
 

(d) The training of Community and Lodge Bird Guides for estates such as Millstream and Verlorenkloof;  
 

 

NEW LIGHT ON THE CISTICOLA 
 

Pale-crowned Cisticola in its moist grassland habitat at Seekoeivlei Nature 
Reserve, Free State, 8 July 2015 (Photograph: Lia Steen) 
 
A recent paper suggests that the Pale-Crowned Cisticola is not quite as rare as 
previously supposed. 
 
The Pale-Crowned Cisticola is part of a large group of small brown birds that inhabit 
grasslands in both the high- and lowvelds—the classic LBJ (little brown job) that 
birders spend happy hours arguing about. The Pale-Crowned version has been observed 
from Gabon down to South Africa, and is regarded as a resident with some local 
movements. 
 
In general, this bird is dependent on moist grasslands, and thus is a species one should expect to see at Verloren 
Valei. 
 
For some time, scientists have drawn differing conclusions about just what the status of the Pale-Crowned Cisticola 
actually is. Over the years, it has been categorised as “uncommon”, “fairly common to uncommon”, “locally 
common” and so on. But it now seems that they are more common than previously thought. 
 
The SAPAB2 project, run by UCT’s Animal Demography Unit, is an attempt to update and expand the existing SAPAB1 
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database, with the intention of creating an accurate database of information relating to South Africa’s current 
birdlife—what’s known as a bird atlas. The field work for this enormous project is undertaken by nearly 2 000 
volunteers, known as citizen scientists, who are making a huge contribution to the conservation of birds and their 
habitats. 
 
Please see the March 2017 newsletter for an article about the Escarpment Bird Club’s recent visit to Verloren Valei 
as part of the SABAP2 project. 
 
The information gained by this corps of enthusiasts is providing new scientific data that, in some cases, is revising 
what was previously thought. This is certainly true for the Pale-Crowned Cisticola, which seems to be much more 
plentiful than indicated in SAPAB1. 
 
A comparison between SAPAB1 and 2 data suggests that there has been a large or very large increase in the numbers 
of this bird across 69 percent of the grid cells where it was recorded, and decreases only across 25 percent of the 
grid cells.  
 
Why the increase?  
 
The question, of course, is why this species should have increased in numbers so significantly. Sadly, the researchers 
conclude that the increase is most likely only apparent, the result of better skilled observers—Pale-Crowned Cisticolas 
live in family groups rather than flocks, and are unobtrusive. The availability of recorded bird calls for recreational 
birders has thus played a not inconsiderable role in helping “citizen scientists” improve the quality and frequency of 
their identifications. In particular, the release in 1991 of a set of bird calls that included the Pale-Crowned Cisticola 
probably played a role in the “increase” in their numbers in SAPAB2. 
 
Additional factors include the huge growth in the numbers of recreational birders, along with a plethora of new aids, 
from guidebooks and courses to social media groups, webinars, recordings and smartphone apps.  
 
And, as the researchers note, South Africa had already lost half its wetlands by 1996, and its grasslands are under 
increasing threat from mining and transformation. Logic alone tells us the numbers of birds like the Pale-Crowned 
Cisticola must be declining as the available habitat decreases. 
 
So, next time you visit Verloren Valei, make sure to Keep an eye out for this “attractive and vocal” cisticola.  
 

Breeding male Pale-Crowned Cisticola (Cisticola cinnamomeus),  

Vryheid, KwaZulu- Natal (Photograph: DR McKenzie) 
 
Source 
Duncan R McKenzie, Les G Underhill, María López Gómez and Michael Brooks, “Bird distribution dynamics 10 – Pale-
Crowned Cisticola Cisticola cinnamomeus in South Africa”, Biodiversity Observations, available 
at http://bo.adu.org.za/pdf/BO_2017_08-015.pdf.  
 

Some field notes, adapted from Faansie Peacock’s Chamberlain’s 

LBJs 

 Breeds in moist upland grasslands and subtropical lowlands; 
most abundant in lush, moist, fairly tall grass; for example at 
seeps, edges of pans, wetland borders and so on. 

 During the breeding season, most readily identified by the 
male’s unstreaked, pale olive brown to dirty white crown 
contrasting with a large black or dark grey mask. But it can 
easily be confused with other overlapping species, so 
identification is best confirmed by listening for the male’s very 
thin, sharp song given in a high song-flight. 

 Easy to overlook in winter when the male’s distinctive plumage 
is absent and it does not call. 

 It is strongly territorial and vocal; during the breeding season, 
often perches on fences, tall grass stalks. 

 Feeding occurs on the ground, mostly on insects. It lays three 
to four eggs in an oval nest hidden in low vegetation. 
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BROWN-HOODED KINGFISHERS 
By Heather Aspeling   

 
In the beginning of 2014 I saw two brown-hooded kingfishers 
around the offices opposite my house and I had to make a 
plan to get a photograph of them without flying away.  I 

started by putting down a bowl with some meal worms on the grass which carried on for a few months.  Every day 
when I came past all the worms were gone because all the birds help themselves.   Then I decided to stop the car 
next to the tree where I see them sitting often after work and threw out some worms.   After ‘n week or two the 
kingfishers came to see what I was throwing out on the grass.  They started picking up the worms from the grass.   I 
got my camera ready and took some photos of them sitting in the tree and picking up some worms.  After another 
few months I got out of the car and sat down on the ground throwing the worms not far from me.  They got tame 
enough with me that they would come and collect the worms while I was sitting there.   Ever since then when they 
see my car they would come flying along to the tree where I stopped every day for their worms.  They waited for me 
every afternoon.   I even had a Japanese photographer who came out to take photos of them because they were so 
tame.     
 
In September 2014 I was feeding the kingfishers and saw that the one was giving the worm to the other one.  That 

was when I realised that they were a pair and not from the 
same nest.   I got some nice photos of them feeding each 
other.  Then the female was gone and the male came and got 
some worms and flew to where the nest was made and I knew 

she was sitting on eggs.  Their nest was 
made in a channel just behind the offices.  
After about 2 weeks the female also came 
to collect worms and I knew the eggs 
hatched.  The male and female was very 
busy feeding the chicks.   After about 
another 2 weeks I saw when the male 
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picked up a worm he sat and made a very familiar 
calling sound and a young chick came to where he 
was and took the worm from him.  Not long after 
that I counted 3 baby chick coming to eat when 
the male and female is calling with some worms in 
their becks.  I was so proud to see that I have 
raised 3 Brown- hooded Kingfisher chicks.  
 
In 2015 I had the same situation but this time the 
male and female came straight to my house and 
garden to ask for worms.  They would call me when 
they get to the tree in the front of my yard.  Every 
afternoon the same time they will be sitting in the 
tree waiting for me to come home and then call 
me.    I also raised 3 chicks that year.   In 2016 I 
raised another 3 chicks, in total I have raised 9 
Brown hooded Kingfisher chick this far. I almost 
thought I lost all the chicks last year because of a 
cloud break we had and the channel where they 
breed was completely flooded with water but they 
all survived.   Whenever they were not in the tree 
waiting for me I would call them and they will show up immediately.  Hopefully this year 2017 I will raise another 3 
chicks.  
 
 

 
ATLASING 

For the record some nice new cards have appeared particularly in the Chrissiesmeer area so the current status of our 
portion of GEM now looks like the attachment. 
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For now we’re going to concentrate on the lower third and in particular south of Machadadorp to the south- west, 
then the more difficult south-east. The north –west will be tackled last. 
Significantly: 
 

1. Steenkampsberg IBA is Green and requires 1 pentad (3 cards) to go Dark Green;  
2. The Mpumalanga portion of Blyde River Canyon IBA is now Green, and 11 pentads (27 cards) to go Dark Green; 
3. Kaapsehoop and Misty Mountain IBAs are Dark Green, and Loskop and Songimvelo IBA’s should also be at least 

Green; 
4. Chrissie Pans IBA has 8 pentads (13 cards) to go Green and 16 pentads (59 cards) to go Dark Green. 

 
 

  

COALITION LAUNCHES HIGH COURT PROCEEDINGS TO STOP DEVASTATING COAL MINE 
PLANNED FOR MPUMALANGA WATER HOTSPOT 
 
A coalition of eight civil society and community organisations has launched proceedings in the Pretoria High Court 
against Indian owned mining company Atha-Africa Ventures Pty Ltd. The coalition is asking the High Court to stop 
the mining company from commencing with any mining or related activities inside the Mabola Protected 
Environment outside Wakkerstroom in Mpumalanga without a confirmed environmental authorisation and local 
planning approval.  
 
The application is set down for hearing in the High Court in Pretoria on 27 June 2017.  
 
The coalition consists of ground work, the Mining and Environmental Justice Community Network of South 
Africa, Earthlife Africa Johannesburg, Birdlife South Africa, the Endangered Wildlife Trust, Federation for a 
Sustainable Environment, Association for Water and Rural Development (AWARD) and the Bench Marks Foundation, 
and is represented by the Centre for Environmental Rights.  
 
The area in which Atha-Africa wants to build an underground coal mine is a declared protected environment. This 
strategic water source area has been identified as incredibly important and strategic to protect in the interest of all 
South Africans.  
 
The strategic water source area is composed mostly of wetlands, pans and grassland, and is a source of four major 
rivers – the Tugela, the Vaal, the Usutu and the Pongola – that provide water to a huge number of downstream water 
users. These users will all be affected if the sources of those rivers are compromised.  
 
Atha-Africa was granted a mining right by the Minister of Mineral Resources in 2015, shortly after the declaration of 
the protected area by the Mpumalanga MEC. Since then, Atha has received licences and approvals from the 
Mpumalanga environment department, the Department of Water & Sanitation, and the Minister of Environmental 
Affairs. All these approvals have been challenged by the coalition through internal appeals, and a High Court judicial 
review of the original mining right granted. A further judicial review application of the Minister of Environmental 
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Affairs’ decision to approve mining in a protected area will be issued shortly.  
 
The coalition believes it has good prospects of success in all these proceedings, and that the approvals will be set 
aside by the courts in due course. If necessary, the coalition will take this matter to the Constitutional Court. 
 
The two approvals at issue in the interdict proceedings issued this week are: 

1. the environmental authorisation issued by the Mpumalanga environment department in 2016 under the National 
Environmental Management Act. This authorisation has been appealed by the coalition, but the Mpumalanga 
MEC has not yet decided the appeal. Until such decision has been made, the authorisation is suspended by law, 
and Atha cannot commence mining. 

2. approval for change of land use from conservation and/or agricultural purposes to mining, which is a legal 
requirement under the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act No. 16 of 2013. Atha has not yet received 
the necessary approval for this change of land use from the local municipality. 

Before launching court proceedings to stop the mine, the coalition repeatedly asked Atha-Africa to provide an 
undertaking that it will not proceed without these approvals. It has refused to do so. This left the coalition with no 
option but to approach the High Court.  
 
If Atha were allowed to commence mining now, and the approvals are thereafter set aside, the damage caused would 
be irreversible.  

 
CONSERVATION LEADER FROM SOUTH AFRICA WINS 2017 WHITLEY AWARD 

Prize awarded for protecting South Africa’s threatened grassland biodiversity 

London, UK: 17 May 2017 – HRH The Princess Royal will 
tomorrow present a Whitley Award, a prestigious 
international nature conservation prize worth £35,000 
in project funding, to Ian Little at a ceremony at the 
Royal Geographical Society, London, in honour of his 
work to protect South Africa’s threatened grasslands.
  
Demand for fresh water is expected to outstrip supply 
in South Africa by 2025. The Eastern Great Escarpment 
of South Africa provides catchment services for three 
of the country’s largest rivers, making it a vital source 
of water for cities such as Durban and Johannesburg in 
one of the world’s most arid nations. As the world’s 
third most biodiverse country, these grasslands support 
a plethora of plants and animals found nowhere else, 
including golden moles and the sungazer 
lizard.  Despite their importance, less than 3% of 
grasslands in South Africa are protected. 
 
Intensive livestock farming, coal mining and gas 
exploration are inflicting untold damage – with fracking 
now an imminent threat.   

Ian Little of the Endangered Wildlife Trust works with 
farmers to champion conservation of grassland habitat. 
Working with farmers and tribal leaders, Ian is building 
capacity for sustainable farming and introducing 
improved management practices, such as less intensive 
grazing and burning regimes to decrease pressure on 
grasslands and boost productivity. He has already 
secured 60,000 hectares of grassland for conservation 
purposes; a figure Ian plans to increase with his Whitley 
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Award by creating a corridor of legally protected areas linking with others along the escarpment. In doing so he will 
safeguard these grasslands and the important source of freshwater they provide. 

Edward Whitley, Founder of the Whitley Fund for Nature, said: “WFN focus on conservation success stories which 
give us a reason for optimism. The Awards Ceremony is about recognising progress – winning those small battles which 
cumulatively equate to change at the national level. In addition to the financial benefit of winning an Award, winners 
receive professional communications training to turn scientists into ambassadors, so they are able to communicate 
effectively with the public and inform change at the political level.”  

 

Ian is one of six individuals to have been awarded a share of the prize money worth £210,000, winning the Whitley 
Award donated by the Garfield Weston Foundation.  
 
Sir David Attenborough, a Trustee of the Whitley Fund for Nature, added: “It is now more important than ever to 
invest in those working to protect our planet. The Whitley Fund for Nature is at the forefront of supporting these 
heroic individuals.”   
 

 
EXTRAORDINARY FLAMINGO MOVEMENTS AMAZE SCIENTISTS 
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THE BIRDLIFE SOUTH AFRICA PAGES 
 
New exciting cause for the BirdLasser App!  
 
During June 2017 a new update of the mobile app BirdLasser was published. 
One exciting new feature is the addition of a new cause to collect data for 
the Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBA) Programme. The IBA 
programme needs population data, for example the number of Blue Cranes, 
for each IBA trigger species in all 112 IBAs in South Africa. 
 
A massive challenge, but we hope with this new addition we would receive valuable data to assist the IBA team to 
successfully conserve these areas.  
 

In order to support this 
initiative please download 
the latest version of the 
app from the Playstore or 
iStore. 

Then under the Main Menu 
and Causes please select 
the IBA Cause (and all the 
others!). Also tick the box 
next to "Quick" (you can 
also tick the box next to 
"Advanced" if you want to). 
You can also click on the 
little map icon and select 
from the list of Important 
Bird and Biodiversity Areas 
(IBA) near you. 

If you do so you will be able to view the boundaries of the selected IBAs 
on the map view on the app. So you can easily see if you are birding within 
an IBA. In the image on the left the boundary of the Magaliesberg IBA is 
shown.  
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Also when you tick an IBA trigger species (mostly threatened bird species) a 
screen will popup to ask you to enter the number of birds seen and if it is an 
estimate or an exact count.  
 
Please note you will be asked this question whether you are within an IBA or 
not. 
 
All the data will automatically be sent to Ernst Retief and the IBA team who 
will then analyse the data. It will take you only a few seconds to enter the 
number of birds seen and you will make a valuable contribution.  
 
BirdLife South Africa and BirdLasser also hope to roll out this initiative to the 
rest of Africa, where our BirdLife partners struggle to obtain regular count data 
within IBAs.  
 
Ernst Retief  
ernst.retief@birdlife.org.za  
082 325 6608 
 

 
 

SOUTH AFRICA GETS ITS FIRST BIODIVERSITY TAX INCENTIVE  
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MIGRATION: A LONG-DISTANCE LOVE STORY 
By Alex Dale 

 

For the past 15 years, a lovestruck stork has faithfully returned from its South Africa wintering grounds to the same 
rooftop in Croatia, where he is dramatically reunited with his disabled amore. It’s a love story that has captivated a 
nation – but every time he departs, there are fears that he will not survive to see his beloved next spring. 
 
You could set your clock to Klepetan. Over a million people watching via live stream already have. Every year, for 
the past 15 years, Klepetan, a male White Stork Ciconia ciconia returns to the same red-tiled rooftop in Brodski 
Varoš, a small Croatian village near the Bosnian border. 
 
Except last year, Klepetan was late. Six days late. Normally, he returns on March 24th, give or take a day, but it was 
now March 30th, and his partner, Malena, was 
casting a lonely figure as she waited patiently 
for her beau to return. 
 
But then, at 4:40pm, Klepetan dramatically 
swooped into view of the livefeed camera, 
reuniting the two lovebirds after months apart 
and sending the nation into rapturous joy. 
 
But what is it about this particular pair of 
storks that resonates with the Croatian public 
above all others? Perhaps it’s because their 
relationship has to endure something that most 
lovers will be familiar with at one point or 
another in their lives – long distance.  
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Klepetan, you see, has to make the long, arduous 5,000 mile trip to South Africa alone every winter. Malena was 
illegally shot in 1993, and hasn’t flown properly since. Luckily for her, she was discovered at the side of the road by 
a school janitor, Stjepan Vokic, who treated her wounds and has looked after her ever since – building a makeshift 
nest on the roof of his house for her, and providing shelter for her during the cold winter months. 
 
It was while she was enjoying the roof nest one day 15 years ago that she was spotted and wooed by Klepetan, and 
the pair have been inseparable since. (Most of the year, anyway.) Over the years, the lovers have reared dozens of 
chicks. 

 
But come the winter, Klepetan flies south to Africa with the other storks, leaving his flightless partner behind. When 
the birds return in the spring, Vokic, and the hundreds of thousands of people glued to the livestream, face an anxious 
wait to see if Klepetan has survived his perilous journeys. Migratory birds brave numerous threats every time they 
embark on their epic travels – from storms to starvation, predators to power lines. But there’s one particular stretch 
of Klepetan’s journey that has his supporters particularly concerned – a 100 mile stretch that takes Klepetan over 
Lebanon. 
 
The African-Eurasian Flyway – one of the most important migratory routes in the entire world – runs straight through 
Lebanon, and it is here that the journey ends for around 2.6 million birds as they are felled from the sky by 
irresponsible hunters. 
 
As one of the larger migratory birds, storks are an obvious target for poachers, and this year the issue of Klepetan’s 
safety is particularly poignant, with the news that a male stork called Tesla – one of two Croat storks fitted with GPS 
trackers for research purposes – met his end in Lebanon this past April. 
 
Vokic is so concerned about Klepetan’s welfare that he has taken the extraordinary step of writing a letter to the 
President of Lebanon, Michel Aoun – using a pen fashioned from one of Klepetan’s own feathers – a symbolic gesture 
that the feather is mightier than the sword. The heartfelt letter, which can be read in full here, was delivered to 
Aoun in a box containing the very same feather – which Vokic urges Aoun should use to pen a law offering stronger 
protection for birds during the critical migration seasons. 
 
An excerpt from the letter says: “In my country, there is a belief that storks bring children and that they bring new 
life. These two storks are my whole life. You do not have to believe in stories for little children, but you can believe 
in the fact that in Croatia every spring, via live stream camera, over a million people await Klepetan’s return and 
that the moment of his return brings happiness and joy reminding many of what love means and what it means to 
love.“ 
 
Fortunately, there is every chance that Vokic's emotional plea will tug at Aoun's heartstrings – just last month, the 
Lebanese Prime Minister himself pledged to stop the annual slaughter in his country, stating that: “There should be 
a peace treaty between Man and the tree as well as Man and birds, because we continue to transgress upon them". 
 
It follows a letter by BirdLife CEO Patricia Zurita, addressed to Claudine Aoun Roukoz, the president's special advisor, 
thanking Aoun for his commitment and urging for closer collaboration with the BirdLife Partnership on this matter. 

 
But any action by 
Aoun needs to be 
swift and decisive 
and followed with 
action on the 
ground. It is only a 
matter of months 
until Klepetan will 
begin eyeing the 
long journey south 
once more. For the 
lovestruck stork 
who returns to his 
partner's nest 
every year like 
clockwork, the 
clock is ticking. 
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UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
AN INTRODUCTION TO BIRD GUIDING WORKSHOP 
 
Presented on behalf of the Escarpment Bird Club by Tembele Ecological 
Services 
 
27 February – 02 March 2018 
               
This first-phase workshop focuses on introducing locally-based ‘guides’ with the 
potential of becoming active bird guides to the world of birding. Students will be 
taught how to go about identifying birds, how to continuously improve their birding 
skills and how to conduct a professional bird outing with clients.  
 
Additionally, much of the theoretical component of the course will concentrate on 
the bird families of Southern Africa to advance their interest in the topic. Students 
will also have the opportunity to learn about the equipment used by birders and 
how to accommodate special-interest groups e.g. photographers.   
 
The course will be presented in a personal, informal manner and apart from the above-mentioned subjects, students 
will also have the opportunity to tap into the vast experience of ecologist and ornithologist Joe Grosel who has 
conducted close-on 200 short courses and trained over 500 guides and nature enthusiasts across Africa over the past 
25 years.    
 
Proposed workshop program: 
 
Day 1 (Tues 27 Feb) 
15h30 – 15h45 – Registration at the course venue and students are put into study groups. 
15h45 - 16h45 – Introductory lecture - Birding as a pastime and its importance in the eco-tourism industry.  
16h45 – 18h00 – Relevant ornithological terms & the morphology of birds. 
 
Day 2 (Wed 28 Feb) 
07h30 – 10h30 – Introduction to a practical bird identification system. 
10h30 – 11h00 – Tea/coffee break 
10h45 – 12h30 – Practical lecture & demonstration – ‘Tools of the trade’ birding equipment e.g. binoculars, spotting 
  scopes, electronic devices. 
12h30 – 13h30 – Lunch break 
13h30 – 15h30 – An in-depth look at the southern African bird families and their key identification features 
15h30 – 16h00 – Tea/coffee break 
16h00 - 17h00 – Bird families continued 
17h00 – 18h00 - Group competition 
 
Day 3. (Thursday 01 March) 
07h00 – 08h00 - Short morning outing around the course venue 
08h00 – 10h30 – Conclusion of the Bird families section. 
10h30 – 10h45 - Tea/coffee break  
10h45 – 11h45 – Lecture - How to get the most out of your bird field guide book. 
11h45 – 12h30 – Team competition 
12h30 – 13h30 – Lunch break 
13h30 – 18h00 – Practical excursion 
 
Day 4. (Friday 02 March) 
07h00 – 08h00 – Short practical evaluation 
08h00 – 08h30 - Revision and Q&A session.  
08h30 – 10h00 - Evaluation & team competitions 
10h00 - 10h30 – Closing  with prize-giving and  
  issuing of certificates 
 
Cost of the Bird Course is ±R2500 which includes sponsored accommodation at Verlorekloof, Bird Book & 
Binoculars. 
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UPCOMING EVENTS – ESCARPMENT BIRD CLUB 
 

Date Day Details 

27 September Wednesday Full day Visit to Mbombela ‘s two Nature Reserves 

6 - 8 October Friday to Sunday 
Geo-trail and Eureka City Birding – Accommodation 
TBA Barberton, with a presentation by ecologist 
Duncan McKenzie on “Birds on the Escarpment 

11 or 14 October Wednesday or Saturday 
(Awaiting Confirmation) 

Black Leopard Private NR - Game Drive (Morning 
Outing) 

20 - 22 October Friday to Sunday 
Wakkerstroom Larking Weekend, with Lucky 
Ngwenya and a Friday night talk by a specialist on 
the Larks of Wakkerstroom 

8 November Wednesday Verlorenkloof Day trip with options for free 
overnight stays Wednesday and Thursday. 

25 November 2017 Saturday Birding Big Day on the Escarpment 

28 or 30 November 
Tuesday or Thursday 
Optional on vehicle 
availability 

Hannah Lodge – Morning Birding and Game Drive, and 
full breakfast 

6 December  Wednesday 
Full day visit to Kaapsche Hoop Forest and Grassland 
Birding, (with optional Tuesday or Wednesday 
overnight). 

17 January 2018 Wednesday Wild Flowers and Fabulous Birds with Frans Krige 

31 January 2018 Wednesday Kudu Private NR-Morning Game Vehicle Birding  

8 February 2018 Wednesday  
Walkersons Private Estate with hotel breakfast 
option. 

15 February 2018 Wednesday  Buffelskloof Private NR Full day Trip 

27 February to 2 March 
Bird Guide Training 
Course 

Bird Guide Training Course with Joe Grosel of 
Tembele Ecological Services – Training Division 

2-4 March 2018 Birding Workshop 
“Escarpment Birding Workshop” with three great 
teachers, and guides: Duncan McKenzie, Etienne 
Marais and Geoff Lockwood 

 
Red items – For information        Blue items – Weekends away       Green items - Special Club Events 



Friends of the EBC: Verlorenkloof Estate, Forest Creek PNR, Buffelskloof PNR, Mokobulaan PNR, Mt. Sheba PNR, Hannah Lodge PNR, Black Leopard PNR, Verloren 
Valei PNR, 3 Oaks Farm, Highland Gate Golf Estate, Greystone Lodge, Walkerson’s Private Estate, Paardeplaats Nature Retreat, Stonecutters Lodge, Miss 

Chrissie’s Country House, Malaga Hotel, Field & Stream Lodge, Mrs Simpsons, Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Agency, Wild about Whisky, Zest Property Group, 
Pam Golding Properties, Hartfell Farm Cottages, Trout & Butterfly 
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MEMBER’S GALLERY & MIGRANT SIGHTINGS ON THE ESCARPMENT 
 

1. Greater Striped Swallow arrived at Walkersons near Dullstroom – 14 September 2017 
2. Spotted Flycatcher arrived at Greystone Lodge near Dullstroom – 10 September 2017  

  

 
 

Gurney’s Sugar Bird – Photos by George Skinner  
 

  
 

Strange looking Bulbul – Photo by Tony Broderick 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

Escarpment Bird Club has it’s own facebook page! 
Help us keep the page up to date and filled with stuff of interest 

@EscarpmentBirdClub

 



Friends of the EBC: Verlorenkloof Estate, Forest Creek PNR, Buffelskloof PNR, Mokobulaan PNR, Mt. Sheba PNR, Hannah Lodge PNR, Black Leopard PNR, Verloren 
Valei PNR, 3 Oaks Farm, Highland Gate Golf Estate, Greystone Lodge, Walkerson’s Private Estate, Paardeplaats Nature Retreat, Stonecutters Lodge, Miss 

Chrissie’s Country House, Malaga Hotel, Field & Stream Lodge, Mrs Simpsons, Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Agency, Wild about Whisky, Zest Property Group, 
Pam Golding Properties, Hartfell Farm Cottages, Trout & Butterfly 
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To all members and partners, thank you for your contributions and remember… 
With your help we make our newsletters a success …. 

 Get in touch 
 Share your views – and your sightings!!! 
 Send us your pics 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

ESCARPMENT BIRD CLUB - FRIENDLY ESTABLISHMENTS 
 

 
 

                                         
 

                          
 

                          

 
     

Trout 
& 

Butterfly 

CONTACT US 
info@escarpmentbirdclub.co.za 

 (letters, inputs, pics etc) 
Chairman: George Skinner - george@shopz-group.co.za 082 600 5962 

Editor: Ildikó Hegyi – ildiko@cloudpa.co.za 078 802 7671 

 
We appreciate any and all contributions –  

and welcome new membership applications from individuals and organisations.  
 

Please contact Mike Brett for membership applications – mtbrett@mweb.co.za 


