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FORTHCOMING CLUB MEETINGS
Every third Tuesday of the month
Next Meeting:

Tuesday, 21 June 2022

19h00 for 19h30
Wanderer's Club
Come early and join us for supper in the restaurant. Good food, great company!
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SPEAKERS
Organiser: John Blackmore
083 302 3929
blakkers1@gmail.com
Tuesday 21 June
Speaker: Marion Melville
Marion Melville will give a talk on the biodiversity of Madagascar on the 21 June. This
will be well worth attending – a fascinating country with so many unique features.

•

From the Chairman:
Dennis Townsend has kindly agreed to take on the position of Acting Chairman
until such time as I am fit and well again.

•

…and a recent update from Mo to tell us that John is home again and
recuperating. We all wish him well. Take it easy, John!

•

Mike Hamilton has sent a link to last month’s presentation on Water for the
Future. This was such a good presentation, by a very enthusiastic and optimistic
speaker, for me it was good to go through it again.
https://hamilton.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=830d8f8f16cb-41e1-9e06-ae98011f098a
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DAY OUTINGS
Organiser: Dennis Townsend
0836254136
dennis.townsend4@gmail.com

Sunday 26 June
Klipriviersberg Nature Reserve (Pentad: 2615_2800)
We’ll meet at 07h30 in the parking area and start walking at 07h45. There is no
entrance fee and picnics are allowed.
Klipriviersberg Nature Reserve is a nature reserve comprising veld and koppies (hills)
run by Johannesburg City Parks. It is located 11 kilometres (6.8 miles) south
of Johannesburg in 640 hectares (1,600 acres).

The reserve is home to many species of flora and birdlife; it is also home to large and
small mammals such as blesbok, zebra, wildebeest and duiker. The reserve has several
hiking trails and archaeological sites. The Bloubosspruit flows through the area.
For those birders who like to do their birding on foot, the Klipriviersberg Nature Reserve
has a wonderful mix of birds to discover. So far, over 230 birds (see list) have been
recorded with new surprises popping up all the time. The reserve has a good diversity of
habitats.
The Bloubosspruit running north-south is straddled on either side by well-wooded hills
which change to more montane grassland higher up the hill. The highest point is 1785m.
(Almost the same height as Suikerbosrand). The southern side of the hills slopes down
to become more level and is covered in typical highveld grassland. In the southernmost
part of the reserve there is a small wetland along a tributary entering the Bloubosspruit.
The woodlands are a mix of both broadleafed trees and acacia thornbush, the acacia
being in the flatter areas.
In the valley on either side of the spruit look out for Jameson’s Firefinch, Red-
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collared Widowbird, Brown-headed Tchagra, Red-thoated Wryneck; Black-throated
Canary, Bronze Mannikin and Black-chested and Tawny-flanked Prinia and Blackthroated Apalis. Brown-backed Honeybird, Bokmakierie, and Cape Robin are also
regularly seen. The acacia supports a number of bushveld species, like Chestnut-vented
Titbabbler, Cardinal Woodpecker and Pied Barbet, while Chinspot Batis and Ashy Tit are
fairly regular visitors. And keep a look out for Verreaux’s Eagle overhead. Summer
residents include Paradise Flycatcher, Willow Warbler and in some of the denser thickets,
Icterine and Garden Warbler. Cuckoos include Red-chested, Diederick’s and, less
commonly, Jacobin Cuckoo. Another resident is Steppe Buzzard.
In winter the Fairy Flycatcher moves through the wooded areas. Orange River Francolin
are resident in the lower grasslands, which also support Zitting and Cloud Cisticola, Cape
Longclaw, African Pipit and Rufous-naped Lark. Both Cape Rock Thrush and Sentinel
Rock Thrush are sometimes seen at the top of the hill. Mountain Wheatear is a regular
visitor.
The wetland is too small to offer permanent residence, but on any given day it is surprising
to see what turns up. From White Stork to African Snipe to Green-backed Heron. Even
Moorhen and Yellow-billed Duck seem to find enough water to stay around for a while.
The reed beds are alive with Red Bishops and Levailant’s Cisticola. African Reed Warbler
can be heard warbling in the reeds as well. Pied and Wattled Starlings are often seen in
the acacia alongside the wetland. Hamerkop and African Black Duck are resident in the
Bloubosspruit. Occasional visitors are Common Sandpiper and Three-banded Plover.
Directions
Meet at Peggy Vera Rd entrance

26°18′14″S 28°00′39″E

From the M1 South, follow the Southgate indicators and take the R82 toward Vereeniging
(the M1 becomes R27 and at Kibler Park the road becomes the R82). At the Kibler Park
sign robot, turn left into Gordon Road. At the second road, turn left into Pierpoint Drive
and follow the road to Peggy-Vera Road. Turn left on Peggy-Vera and pass the
Klipriviersberg Recreation Centre. The entrance to the KNR is the next right (thatched
entrance).
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Entrance is directly opposite 129 Peggy Vera Road, Kibler Park.
Booking: Email dennis.townsend4@gmail.com or WhatsApp.0836254136. Names
and contact numbers, please!

The outing next month (July) will be the annual Merrivale CWAC.
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TRIPS AWAY
Organiser: Marion Melville
marion@rbs.co.za
Watch your inbox/WhatsApp/FaceBook for details of future trips away.

MID-WEEK OUTINGS
Organiser: Lester Niss
0825704641
lestern256@gmail.com
Next Outing: Thursday 23 June – Emmarentia Dam
Our weekday outing in June will be on Thursday 23 June. (This is not our normal third
Thursday of the month as 16 June was a public holiday.) We are going to the
Johannesburg Botanical Gardens above Emmarentia Dam. We will meet at 07h00 in
the open guarded parking on the corner of Orange Road and Troon Road, from where
we will be able to walk around the dams in the upper reaches of the park. Hope to see
you there. Please inform Lester Niss if you are coming so that we can wait for you if
you are late.
July Outing: Korsman’s Bird Sanctuary
In July, we will make our long-awaited visit to Korsman’s Bird sanctuary in
Benoni. Hopefully, the high water levels and mud will have receded and we will be able
to enter the sanctuary. Otherwise, we will still be able to bird from the
perimeter. Meeting place and time to be announced closer to the time.

Stay warm, but keep birding!
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RANDOM HARVEST MID-MONTH OUTING
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A ‘special’, particularly in December

Barbara Kappler-Watts
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BIRDLIFE SOUTH AFRICA
The African Bird Fair is back!

Join BirdLife South Africa in The African Bird Fair 2022, which will be held on 22 and 23
July. This year we’re hosting a hybrid event: the entire programme will be available
virtually, but you’re also welcome to join us in person at Isdell House in Johannesburg.
There will be an epic line-up of speakers, exhibitors, and workshops, and you’ll also get
a chance to connect with other birders across the continent and around the world.
Keynote speakers will be:
•

Jonathan Franzen – An interview with Jenny Crwys-Williams and Mark D.
Anderson

•

Dr Samuel Temidayo Osinubi – Intra-African migration: a look at the Woodland
Kingfisher

And there will be workshops on:
•

An ecologist’s guide to birding in South Africa’s grasslands, with Dr Melissa
Whitecross
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Garden birds: your everyday reward, with Dr Aldo Berruti

•

Bushveld birding, with Lance Robinson

Plus a whole lot more…
On Saturday, 23 July you are invited to spend a fun-filled, interactive day at BirdLife
South Africa’s head office, Isdell House (17 Hume Road, Dunkeld West, Johannesburg)
for an in-person event. Come and get to know our team, meet our sponsors, and take a
walk around our indigenous garden.
With thanks to our sponsors: Swarovski Optik, Ford Wildlife Foundation, ZEISS, Italtile,
Hans Hoheisen Charitable Trust, Canon and the Everard Read Gallery.
Andy Wassung, Communications Manager

View this email in your browser

ENJOY BIRDING IN MAKULEKE
WHILE EXPANDING YOUR BIRDING KNOWLEDGE!
BirdLife South Africa and EcoTraining are proud to offer you the unique opportunity to
explore one of our country’s most sought-after birding destinations, the Makuleke
Concession.
Enjoy a long weekend in Kruger National Park’s peaceful northern-most section, in the
knowledge that a portion of proceeds go towards BirdLife South Africa’s critical
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conservation work.

Book your spot now for either 14–17 July or 27–30 August 2022 by emailing Wesley
Abrams at projects@ecotraining.co.za or by calling 060 587 0705.

Please look at the invitations below for more information:
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NEWFOUND OCEAN HOTSPOT DRAWS MILLIONS OF MIGRATING
BIRDS EACH YEAR
Scientists hope to protect these critical international waters
By Rebecca Dzombak on November 1, 2021

Credit: Thomas Fuchs
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Halfway between Scotland and Bermuda, a wild expanse of ocean draws millions of
seabirds from vast distances every year. A new study published in Conservation
Letters uses decades of tracking data to document that at least five million migratory
birds, representing about two dozen species from both hemispheres, rely on a North
Atlantic hotspot of almost 600,000 square kilometers for food.

Ecologists have long suspected that the North Atlantic served as a critical foraging zone
for migrating seabird species, but they lacked data on birds’ travel patterns to justify
protecting these international waters. Migratory seabirds are “one of the most
threatened taxa today,” says Tammy Davies, a conservation scientist at BirdLife
International and lead author of the study. Seventeen of the 21 species studied,
including Atlantic puffins, Arctic terns and Bermuda petrels, face declining populations.
The birds are harmed by pollution, overfishing and industrial fishing operations that net
the animals along with their catches. Although seabirds’ breeding zones on land tend to
be protected, their foraging sites are typically in the high seas, beyond any country’s
jurisdiction.
Analyzing individual birds’ satellite-tracked
migration patterns, the researchers were
stunned by their sheer numbers and diversity,
as well as how steadily this part of the ocean
is used year-round. “What’s surprising is the
amount of species congregating in this area
and the distances that some seabirds are traveling to the site,” Davies says. “You have
birds in the remote South Atlantic traveling 13,000 kilometers to forage in this site.
Clearly, something fantastic is there which is making these birds take these journeys.”
The “something fantastic” is likely a buffet delivered by converging ocean currents,
suggests a complementary study in Progress in Oceanography. It paired satellite data
and computer modeling with old-fashioned birdwatching from a ship that crossed the
North Atlantic in 2017. “I think there’s still a lot to be learned by going and actually
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looking,” says University of Glasgow ecologist Ewan Wakefield, lead author of
the Oceanography study.

Within the hotspot, seabirds stuck to these food-rich currents, Wakefield says. The
researchers even noticed different species hanging out in different currents, most likely
driven by dietary preferences and variations in foraging behaviors such as diving.
“It’s really incredible to see one place that is so singularly important ... for some of the
smallest seabirds on up to some of the really big wanderers,” says Smithsonian
ecologist Autumn-Lynn Harrison, who was not involved in either study. “It’s a really
unifying place.”

The researchers hope these new data will lead the international Convention for the
Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic to designate the seabird
hotspot a Marine Protected Area—and maybe set a precedent for shielding other areas
in the high seas.
This article was originally published with the title "Seabird Hotspot" in Scientific American 325, 5, 18
(November 2021)doi:10.1038/scientificamerican1121-18a

THE EGYPTIAN GOOSE
by John McEwen

A partridge in a pear tree is nothing compared with
the sight of an Egyptian goose (Alopochen
aegyptiaca).

The species is pictured in the tombs of the
pharaohs – and perched 40 feet up on the branch
of one of St James’s Park’s 200-year-old plane
trees.

It prefers to nest in holes found in old trees. The
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only other goose I have seen tree nesting – in the hollows of ten-foot-high pollarded
oaks alongside a lake – was at Jonathan Minter’s prize-winning sporting estate in
Constable country.
Egyptian geese will also perch on buildings. In St James’s, a pair can often be seen
standing sentinel on top of the Guards Memorial facing Horse Guards Parade, before
flying off to land on the 20-foot-thick concrete roof of the nearby Admiralty Citadel or to
explore its terrace, still lawned to camouflage it from air attack. They are belligerent
birds, prone to aerial fights. The husky voice, when a bird is agitated, can sound like an
old banger being cranked into action.

It is appropriate to associate them with St
James’s Park because this was their first
British home. They were brought there to
adorn Charles II’s ‘decorative duck’ lake,
the first in these islands. Their brown
appearance, distinguished by two ‘black
eyes’, is turned exotic by usually invisible,
St James' Park

white wing shoulders, as surprising as the
white pinions of the black swan. The

Alopochen (fox-goose) in its name refers to its rufous back.

It is the last extant member of the Alopochen genus and related to the goose-like
shelduck (genus Tadorna) and placed with them in the
subfamily Tadorninae. Shelducks are (ground) hole
nesters and both birds have a culmen or ridge at the
base of the bill, albeit barely noticeable in the goose’s
case.

The 18th-century age of elegance saw Egyptian geese
adorn landscaped parks, most notably in Norfolk and
famously at Holkham Hall. Dr Bill Sutherland has
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suggested that Capability Brown parkland subconsciously imitates the savanna –
scattered trees, pasture and lakes – of Homo sapiens’s earliest African ancestors.

So it is little wonder that the African Egyptian goose, which makes up the majority of the
early British population imported from southern Africa, feels at home. The primordial
debt to our African ancestors may equally explain the innate origins of hunting,
shooting, fishing or their urban equivalent, shopping.

It has been recorded nesting in the wild for over 200 years, as far apart as Devon and
East Lothian. But its parkland reputation delayed its admission to the official list of
British birds until 1971. Today, East Anglia and Greater London are the strongholds of a
burgeoning population of 6,000.

Breeding can be as early as February: the briefly dappled, black-and-beige goslings are
among the first to appear in spring. It means they risk dying from cold, or from toxins in
their infantile aquatic diet. As insurance, they grow sturdy in days rather than weeks.

ATLASSING IN PRACTICE (REMINDER)
The Biodiversity & Development Institute has some exciting news for keen SABAP2 bird
atlassers! We have several events coming up at the Khoisan Karoo Conservancy near
Hanover in the Northern Cape. Our base for these events is New Holme Guest Lodge.
The lodge is 8km off the N1, exactly halfway between Cape Town and Johannesburg,
20km north of Hanover.
We have four sets of atlas bash dates planned over the next 12 months:
Winter: 23 to 27 June 2022

Summer: 02 to 06 February 2023

Spring: 20 to 24 October 2022

Autumn: 30 March to 03 April 2023

Tentative prices: The basic charge will be R890 per person per night for a room, meals
and accommodation included. A group of four in one of the New Holme luxury tents will
be R615 per person per night. If you want to bring your own tent or caravan, it will be

17

Newsletter 177 May-June 2022

R540 per person per night. All options include meals (packed brunch and dinner).

Leadership: If any of you can help with the coordination of these atlassing events,
during the event, that would be wonderful.

Our aim with these Karoo Atlas Bashes is to tackle a 5×5 block of 25 pentads with New
Holme in the central pentad. The idea would be to do four atlas bashes a year, one in
each season. The objective would be to visit each pentad on each bash. There are two
advantages: we would not have to travel far from base, and we are able to arrange
access to all the pentads with the local farmers.

If you are interested in attending, please e-mail Megan at megan@thebdi.org
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FOR SALE
Looking for an almost-new pair of binoculars? Ken has a pair of Bushnell Legend M
series 19x42 Binoculars for sale at R6,000. Contact him on 0825575034

If you have something to sell or maybe holiday accommodation to let, try advertising to
birders. Contact Penny on penny@thuki.co.za with details.
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CREATURE FEATURE
Washington – Scientists from Johns Hopkins Medicine have found
the process that makes mosquitoes able to ignore common insect
repellents.
The findings of the research were published in the journal “Cell Reports”.
Unlike fruit flies, mosquitoes’ odour-sensing nerve cells shut down when those cells are
forced to produce odour-related proteins or receptors on the surface of the cell.
In contrast, when odour sensors in
fruit flies are forced to express odour
receptors, it prompts flight from some
smelly situations.

The findings reveal the variation in
insect olfactory systems and add to
the growing body of research aimed
at improving methods to repel mosquitoes from human skin.

Mosquito bites not only create irritating swelling and itching but, worldwide, they play a
role in spreading rampant and often lethal diseases such as malaria and dengue fever,
as well as Zika virus infections.
“When experiments don’t go as predicted, there’s often something new to be
discovered,” said Christopher Potter, associate professor of neuroscience at the Johns
Hopkins University School of Medicine, describing the new study.
It turns out, he said, that, “Mosquitoes are so much trickier than we thought.” Potter and
former postdoctoral fellow Sarah Maguire designed their research project suspecting
they would find that mosquitoes have the same reaction as fruit flies when their new
odour sensors are forced to be expressed.

Other research showed that when odour receptors in fly olfactory neurons are
abnormally expressed, a new signal based on the expressed odour receptor is delivered
20
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to the brain and the bugs move away from an offending odour.

The researchers then tested this same scenario on female Anopheles mosquitoes,
whose bite transmits parasites that cause malaria in humans.

The idea was that if researchers could push mosquito odour neurons into a similar
expression state, triggered by odorants already on the skin, the mosquitoes would avoid
the scent and fly off.

In the mosquito experiments, the researchers used mosquitoes genetically modified to
overexpress an odour receptor called AgOR2, which responds to animal odorants found
on humans.
By measuring the neuron activity generated by mosquitoes’ odour receptors, the
scientists found that the mosquitoes with overexpressed AgOR2 receptors had very little
response to common animal scents, benzaldehyde and indole, as well as chemical
odorants in general.
“AgOR2 overexpression threw a wrench in the whole system by inactivating olfactory
receptors in these mosquitoes," said Potter.

Finally, in the current study, the researchers tested how mosquitoes modified to
overexpress AgOR2 responded to odorants in common insect repellents, such as
lemongrass.

They found that the genetically modified mosquitoes were able to ignore insect
repellents. The researchers suspect that the odour receptor shutdown may be a kind of
failsafe in mosquitoes, ensuring that only one type of odorant receptor is expressed at a
single time.

Since Anopheles mosquito olfactory systems continue to develop into adulthood, about
eight days after hatching, the researchers speculate that the insects’ olfactory neurons
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might be susceptible to which olfactory receptors to express, based on their surrounding
environment.
This type of flexibility in a mosquito’s olfactory neurons may allow the mosquito to adapt
to its odour environment. The researchers are conducting experiments to test this
theory.

Potter hopes that the current findings may advance the search for methods that can
trick the mosquito olfactory system into no longer preferring the smell of humans.

FROM OUR INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENT
(Heather Darby has been sharing items on this project in Rutland, UK. See the Cuckoo
Facebook page for more info.)

MO BELLIS
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HUMMINGBIRDS CHOOSE HOW MUCH TO CHILL DOWN
The birds can dramatically drop temperatures at night to save energy or linger in an
intermediate state.
By Carolyn Wilke

During their nightly energy-conserving cooldowns, hummingbirds may strategically
adjust just how low their body temperatures go. These tiny powerhouses cool off by up
to 37 degrees Celsius while roosting, entering a hibernation-like state called deep
torpor. This state can save 60 to 90 percent of an individual’s energy per hour, says
Anusha Shankar, a Cornell University ecologist and lead author of a new study about
the phenomenon.

Though crucial for the fleet
fliers’ way of life, deep torpor
comes with trade-offs.

For example, torpid birds
become stiff and unable to
respond to threats. “They’re
effectively comatose,” says
University of New Mexico
Credit: Ignacio Yufera/FPLA/Minden Pictures

ornithologist Christopher Witt,
who was not part of the study.

Now, as detailed in the Journal of Experimental Biology, Shankar’s team shows that
some hummingbirds also chill in a shallower torpor with intermediate temperatures,
demonstrating more control over their bodies’ thermostats than previously thought.

This capability has gone unnoticed despite 70 years of research on hummingbird torpor,
Shankar says. But past research typically examined torpor under laboratory conditions;
Shankar, who was then working at Stony Brook University, and her colleagues studied
wild hummingbirds in their natural environment in southeastern Arizona.
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The scientists captured hummingbirds before nightfall and placed them in outdoor
structures. As each night unfolded the team spied on the animals using infrared
cameras and charted temperatures around the birds’ eyes, where feathers interfere less
with such measurements. The three species studied spent five to 35 percent of the night
in shallow torpor. The rest of the time was spent at normal temperatures, in deep torpor,
or transitioning between states, with variations from bird to bird. This is the first scientific
documentation of shallow torpor in hummingbirds, Witt says, “but it’s very clearly part of
their thermal regulatory strategy.”

Shallow torpor may help hummingbirds achieve more of the restorative benefits of sleep
while avoiding some potential deep torpor dangers—including reduced immune
function—that have been observed in other animals, Shankar says. “And it leads to so
many other questions” that she and others are starting to pursue, such as what drives
changes in torpor and how the birds accomplish these dramatic temperature shifts.
Scientific American May 2022

EDITOR'S CHIRP
As this newsletter finds its’ way into your inboxes, the weather here in Johannesburg is,
to put it mildly, on the cool side. Not easy to follow Lester’s good advice to ‘keep birding’
unless you can do this from a window.
However, there is a bright light at the end of the tunnel. The shortest day is next week,
and I think the shortest day is the first sign of spring (no point in telling me, in tones of
gloom and doom that ‘it’s going to get worse). I don’t care. My jasmine is showing
strong signs of pink blossom and that’s all I need.
The bright lights are the trips that are coming up – Sunday outings and mid-month
excursions to keep our birding skills fresh.
Thank you to Barbara and Mo for the contributions.
Keep warm – and keep birding!
Ed.
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