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Editorial

Dear Stiffnecks,

As promised the Stiffnecks are going to branch out this year and it starts with expanding our
territory into that of a birding dedicated website. Although the site is not specifically a
Stiffnecks’ one, it is a place where Stiffnecks can meet birders from all over the world and
discuss all bird species on a global scale, that is, not only South African species. This new
site is a result of many requests for a spot where photos, discussions and general bird talk
could be held on species from all over the globe. And thus www.globalbirdtrekkers.org was
born!
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The new site is aimed as supplementary to the awesome knowledge of birds we are
accumulating on www.sanparks.org and we hope to have a wonderfully beneficial and
lifelong “birding partnership” between the two sites!

Long live birding!
Jay

News

The Bird of the Year

Birdlife SA’s Bird of the Year 2008 is the Spotted Eagle Owl; this owl is widespread through
South Africa and many of us may be familiar with their haunting calls in our residential gardens
at night: *hu-hooo”. The bird is about 47m tall, has bright yellow eyes and the distinctive “ear”
tufts of many owls.

This bird is definitely a “friend” to humans as it eats rodents and termites, controlling their §g
numbers. Unfortunately humans are the owl’'s foremost enemy, deliberately killing it due to its
mythical status, inadvertently causing its death with pesticides and of course road Kills.

Birdlife SA suggests we spread the word as to how useful these birds are in keeping rodent
numbers in check, thereby counter-acting superstition. They also suggest dimming your
vehicles headlights and hooting when approaching an owl on the road; this prevents the bird
being blinded and warns it to move. And of course as importantly, please drive slowly on the
roads at night!

Research on African Grass Owl

Extracted from SABN:

The African Grass Owl is listed as Vulnerable in the Eskom Red Data Book of Birds of South Africa,
Lesotho and Swaziland - with an estimated population in these countries of < 5000 individuals.

The data quality upon which this assessment is based is regarded as poor however and given the
cryptic nature and behaviour of the species it is possible that it is more common than currently believed.

We are in the process of establishing an African Grass Owl task force underthe umbrella of
EWT's Bird of Prey working group, with the aim of filling inthe gaps in our current
knowledge of the distribution, biology and appropriate conservation management of Grass
Owls and would appreciate any information from netters.



Anyone who can supply GPS co-ordinates for Grass Owl sightings - giving date, location
and number of owls present could greatly increase our understanding of this species. GPS
co-ordinates of any road-kills of this species would also be useful. Sightings, or any other
information regarding Grass Owls that might be of interest can be emailed directly to me at
geofrey@iafrica.com

Thanks for your help on this one

Geoff Lockwood

Rare and Interesting Bird Sightings: S  tiffnecks Kruger Birding

Words by Elsa
Our Summer Trip to Kruger.

Elsa , Klystron, Jock and Steve departed Durban on the 12" Feb.2008 and after a 1 night
stop over on the KZN coast arrived in Kruger for the start of another wonderful 10 days.

This will be our 4™ year in the heat of Feb and while many people might think us crazy to
visit at this time of year, | would not give this time up as it is one of the prime birding times
and this year was no exception.

In fact | would almost go as far as saying it was one of the best so far.

| am not sure why this would be so, unless as we are getting more “into” birding and
perhaps becoming even slightly more knowledgeable, it becomes more and more
interesting.

Our time was mainly concentrated in the South, only venturing once up to Olifants and
back as a day drive.

Lake Panic always features highly on our list of favourite destinations and we spent many
a happy hour at this wonderful birding hot spot, clicking away with the camera, comparing
notes, paging through our bird guides and even becoming quite adept at sign language so
as not to disturb others.

After having heard that Allen’s Lesser Gallinule had been spotted there we were
determined to see if we could find it as well and were not disappointed, in fact had an
added bonus in that they had hatched and were busy raising a family of 3 bundles of fluff.
It was really amazing to see them every day, as they busily foraged from one lily pad to the
next painstakingly lifting and inspecting the underneath of each one in the quest for food
for their ever growing family.




It was definitely baby boom time at L Panic as in addition the Black Crake, African Jacana
and the Green-backed heron all were raising chicks as well. | don't have too great a pic of
the GB heron chicks so won't post it here but have done so in the Bird Forum.

Some pics of a few of the other birds seen include: Purple Roller, What I think is the Great
Blue Eared Starling, African Cuckoo, Red Backed Shrike, Lesser Grey Shrike, Senegal
lapwing, Common Sandpiper, Coqui Francolin, a pair of Double Banded Sandgrouse and
What | have been reliably told is the European Nightjar seen in the middle of the day.

The raptors were also very plentiful this year, clearly lots of food around, a year of plenty.
This bird | thought was an Imm Tawny but it has also been suggested by one forumite that
it could be a pale form of Wahlberg's Eagle? See what you all think, Dark Chanting
Goshawk, Brown Snake Eagle and Imm BSE, Yellow Billed Kite, European Hobby, Ground
Hornbill, Marabou Stork, Imm Martial Eagle.

Another very interesting sight we saw was the nest of the Grey Penduline Tit.

The nests are cleverly disguised to look like spiders webs and have a cunning false
entrance to confuse predators. Indeed there is a symbiotic relationship between the Grey
Penduline Tit and the social spider that may go back millions of years. (Sourced from Best
Birding in Kruger.)

We photographed 2 of the nests we came across but they were plentiful and we saw them
all over the park this year..

All in all a wonderful 10 days that came to an end all too soon.

Some of these pics were taken by Jock and | have included them with her permission.
My trip report will be coming up very soon where | will have many more pics to share.

The Pincushion is a much loved indigenous beauty for a sunny corner in your garden.
The 3m shrub will ask little and insist on well-draining soil, no humidity and an
undisturbed root area. Given these requirements your Leucospermum will attract an
abundance of feathered friends with nectar from its pincushion flowers. These are
yellow, orange or red.

http://www.gardeningeden.co.za/plantsleucospermum.htmi




Unlike regions such as the Western Palaearctic the Southern African wildfowl pose little

challenges to the birdwatcher in terms of identification. Just about every species that regularly occur in
our sub-region have very distinctive features and the combination of bill colour, facial markings and over
all plumage make them reasonably easy to identify. Most ducks are fairly common and only three
vagrants are recorded in Southern Africa.

Even so, it is still important to familiarise yourself with all these features and, to shamelessly use a bad
pun, get your ducks in a row. Challenging identification is mostly encountered in birds seen in flight
offering poor views or females of the species. This article will deal with the general features that should
be looked for and will also single out a couple of species pairs where confusion might arise.

Key features:

As mentioned, the bill colour, facial markings and overall plumage of ducks are
generally sufficient to identify the bird by. If the bill is distinctly coloured the bird can
usually be identified very quickly. Only Yellow-billed Duck has a yellow bill, Red-billed
Teal and Cape Teal have red bills and Hottentot Teal, Maccoa Duck and to a lesser
degree Southern Pochard have blue bills. Alright, the Mallard drake and African

Pygmy-Goose also have yellow bills but these are easily identified even without
observing the colour of the bill.

Even when the bill is not distinctly coloured the shape and structure of it can often be
used to reach identification. This is particularly true for the Cape Shoveler of which the
bill shape is diagnostic and with some experience the unique bill structure of the
whistling ducks (White-faced and Fulvous) also becomes apparent.

Most ducks have, what is called a speculum, in most cases an iridescent patch of
feathers on the inner trailing edge of the wing. More specifically, the speculum is a
patch of distinct colour on the distal portion of the secondary flight feathers. The
presence/absence and the colour of the speculum can assist to a large degree in
identifying a bird when it is seen in flight.

Both the Yellow-billed Duck and African Black Duck for instance have a metallic blue-
green speculum with a white border. The Cape Teal on the other hand has a

speculum mostly white with a narrow metallic green bar in the centre. The Hottentot
Teal shows a green speculum with broad white trailing edge and the Red-billed Teal
has a creamy white speculum with a dark brown bar down the middle.

Not all ducks show a speculum and the Southern Pochard for instance simply has a
broad white bar on the trailing edge of the upper wing which is otherwise mostly
brown. Birders would be well advised to familiarise themselves with the wing patterns
in flight of various ducks and geese as a bird in flight would typically be the one posing

a challenge.
Maccoa Duck vs. Southern Pochard:

Two ducks that are sometimes tricky to separate by the beginner birder are the male
Maccoa Duck and male Southern Pochard. In reality they are worlds apart and even
with only the slightest experience of both a birder should not have much difficulty.

The confusion arises in the fact that both birds have blue bills. Most field guides don’t

show the blue bill of the Pochard clearly because it is more of a grey colour than blue.
In the correct light however the bill can appear bluer than might be expected.



Key to remember is that the Maccoa Duck will always have a black head and a
reddish body as opposed to the reddish head and brown body of Southern Pochard.
Another very useful feature is to note that Maccoa Duck sits rather deep in the water
with not much of the body showing above the surface.

Yellow-billed Duck vs. African Black Duck:

These two birds are of course very easily identified by bill colour but, should that not
be visible, there are some other features that may also come in handy. Unfortunately
the colour of the speculum is not of much help as it is quite similar between the two
birds. African Black Duck does have white spots on the upperparts though which
Yellow-billed Duck does not have and the legs of African Black Duck is bright yellow
as opposed to the black legs of Yellow-billed Duck.

South African Shelduck vs. Egyptian Goose:

Even though these birds are vastly different, they have surprisingly similar wing
patterns in flight, with a broad white leading edge, black primaries and green
secondaries. The Shelduck has a bright rufous body and a grey head however (white
face in female) while the Egyptian Goose has a grey-brown body and head with a
brown collar.

More features to look for:

The following list points out specific features that might help with the identification of
specific species.

White-backed Duck: Also swims more submerged than most other ducks, much in the
same way as Maccoa Duck described above. Also has a white spot at the base of the
bill which gives it superficially the likeness of a very large Little Grebe.

African Pygmy-Goose: This is really a small bird and can easily be overlooked due its
small size. An understanding of the bird’s habitat is a great helper for locating them
and they can often be seen swimming around water lilies.

Cape Shoveler: Apart from the humongous bill, the yellow legs and yellow eyes of the
drake are conspicuous.

Wikipedia: Andreas




