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Dear CWACers

With the first ten years of monitoring behind us, CWAC now enters
its second decade. This is an achievement not only in itself for being
the first long-term, country-wide waterbird monitoring programme,
but is also a reflection of the excellent support and commitment that
you, the volunteer, have given to CWAC. Without your enthusiasm
and concern for our wetland avifauna, and the much-needed sup-
port of the programme’s sponsors, CWAC would not be positioned
as a key influence in South African waterbird and wetland conser-
vation today – and long may this continue!

We hope that the next ten years will not only see present levels
of coverage maintained (particularly at priority sites) and improved
(in poorly censused regions), but that it will also see programme
funding become stable and secure. We also hope that you will con-
tinue participating and having fun doing so!

With ten years’ worth of waterbird data, we are now at a stage
where this information needs to be critically assessed so that its con-
servation value can be considered and directed to vital waterbird
conservation initiatives such as Ramsar and IBA designations, con-
tributions to the African–Eurasian Waterbird Agreement (AEWA)
(which falls under the Bonn Convention) and producing preliminary
national waterbird population estimates for South Africa. It is
important to collect data but even more important that the data be
used in appropriate conservation programmes, both nationally and
globally.

Summer 2002 count
I hope that you all enjoyed your summer counts, as it has been
another record count for CWAC! To date, a total of 362 736 birds
have been counted from 287 sites. This is the second highest count
for CWAC; the highest being 375 159 from 276 sites for the sum-
mer 2001 count. There are, however, some counts still outstanding
and these are marked in the accompanying tables. If you have any
outstanding counts please send the results in as soon as possible or
let me know if the count was not done.

A large number of regularly counted sites (42) were not censused
during summer 2002 and this has undoubtedly had an impact on the
overall total. Many of these sites could not be counted due to inac-
cessible roads, heavy rain and/or other logistical problems. Some
of these sites have also now been ‘discontinued’ which, although
a cause for concern, can sometimes be inevitable. Personal observer
commitments and/or the consistently low numbers of birds occur-
ring at some sites usually lead to sites being discontinued.

Interesting highlights

The focus for this issue and the next couple of issues will change
from being species-based to site-based. This is to (1) highlight the
importance that certain sites hold for particular species, especially
where species counts reach regional (0.5%) or global (1%) thresh-
olds for their estimated global populations and (2) to give compil-
ers and counters an indication of some of South Africa’s wetlands
that are important for waterbird conservation.

Strandfontein Sewage Works
This site never fails to impress and, although numbers are down a
little, this past summer count has again supported global and
regional thresholds for a range of species, including Great Crested
Grebe (25), Blacknecked Grebe (321), Dabchick (273), Greater
Flamingo (1179), Cape Shoveller (1439), Avocet (458), Kelp Gull
(2169) and Hartlaub’s Gull (2021). The importance of this site as a
prime waterbird refuge in South Africa cannot be over-emphasised,
especially in the light of the planned construction of a new national
road that will cut across the top end of the site and which would un-
doubtedly lead to increased levels of disturbance.

Den Staat Irrigation Dams
This site is turning out to be one of South Africa’s hidden waterbird
gems, after being registered only in July 2001. Located in the
Limpopo Province near the Pondrift border post, the site lies adja-
cent to the newly proclaimed Limpopo National Park and is one of
two farms that may yet be incorporated into the national park. This
summer it again produced the highest national count for Whitefaced
Duck with 1485 birds, representing 85% of the overall count for this
species. The inaugural 2001 winter count produced a record 5600
individuals, which represented almost 40% of the total count for this
species. This is the highest count for this species recorded by
CWAC, but amazingly does not reach regional or global thresholds!
Interestingly, CWAC data show a tendency for Whitefaced Duck
numbers to increase during winter, suggesting a possible dispersal
(or migration?) during summer, presumably to prime breeding sites.

This site also supported an incredible 450 African Jacana this
summer, almost double that of the winter 2001 count of 230. Site
compiler, Joe Grosel, said that there are extensive Nymphae (water
lilies) beds at most of the dams which the jacanas are undoubtedly
exploiting. High numbers of Black Crake (140) and Painted Snipe
(20) were also recorded. Saddlebilled Storks and Crowned Cranes
have also been observed at the last two counts.
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Radyn Dam

This karoo farm dam held globally important numbers of South
African Shelduck (555) and good numbers of Egyptian Goose
(1277) during summer 2002. Past summer counts confirm this to be
a favoured site (presumably as a moulting refuge) for these two
species in the Western Cape; average summer counts for the
shelduck and the goose since 1993, when counts started, number
803 and 747 respectively. A maximum of 1750 shelduck have been
recorded (in January 1993) which represents about 4% of the esti-
mated global population. In fact, eight out of the nine counts in
which shelduck were recorded produced totals above the 1% thresh-
old, making Radyn a potential IBA site. The dam is a good exam-
ple of how specific species can dominate particular sites for a short
but crucial stage in their annual cycle (e.g. moult), and elevate the
conservation importance of the site from a simple farm dam to a
prime waterbird moulting or breeding site.

Deelpan
Situated in the Free State, this ephemeral salt pan held a record 6447
South African Shelduck; this figure represents about 15% of the
estimated global population! It also supported significant numbers
of Kittlitz’s Plover (409) and Little Stint (3714) both figures almost
reaching regionally important thresholds. Like Radyn Dam, this site
is of conservation importance for several species at certain times of
the year, and needs to be closely monitored.

Gariep Dam
This large state impoundment bordering the Free State and Eastern
Cape is an important permanent waterbody for many waterbirds in
central South Africa. This summer, the dam was dominated by two
species, African Spoonbill (214) and Egyptian Goose (5088), both
of which reached globally important thresholds.

Spitskop Dam
This impoundment, situated in the Northern Cape, is another of the
country’s waterbird hotspots. The dam regularly supports globally
and regionally important numbers of numerous species; this sum-
mer they included African Darter (370), African Spoonbill (140),

CWAC personality profile

Caroline Fox is our feature personality for this issue. Caroline, who
has a Higher Diploma in Nature Conservation, is currently a re-
search technician with KZN Wildlife and is based at St Lucia. Her
main duties include long-term ecological monitoring of Lake St
Lucia and estuaries in KZN, and carrying out intertidal rocky shore
surveys along the KZN coast. She is a keen birder and has been a
member of the Mtubatuba bird club for the past 10 years.

ADU: How did you get started with CWAC and how long have you
been counting waterbirds?

Caroline: As part of the management plan for Lake St Lucia,
waterbird counts are undertaken four times a year by KZN Wildlife
and has been ongoing since the 1970s. I have been involved in
organising and participating in CWAC since 1991 when the count
data were sent off to the IWRB (International Waterfowl &
Wetlands Research Bureau, now Wetlands International) for inclu-
sion into the African Waterfowl Census.

ADU: How many sites do you count and who assists you?

Caroline: The St Lucia lake is counted by myself and my assistant
Amos Myeza, together with Don Sykes and Herbet Mthembu (both
KZN Wildlife officers), other members of the KZN Wildlife staff

South African Shelduck (848) and Redknobbed Coot (3005). Over-
all, the dam regularly supports 10 000+ waterbirds, a figure that
makes it one of the most important waterbird sites in South Africa
and southern Africa, and a deserved IBA (SA028).

Varkfontein Pans
A new site, these farm pans near Benoni in Gauteng are known as
one of the prime breeding sites for Greyheaded Gull. This summer,
2550 gulls were counted which represents more than double the 1%
threshold for the species’ estimated global population.

Elandsvlei (Dickens Pan)
Besides hosting vagrants such as Buffbreasted Sandpiper, Grey
Phalarope and Slaty Egret, this farm dam held regionally important
numbers of Redknobbed Coot (2600) and Dabchick (190) this past
summer. The site has recently featured on the SA Birdnet and its
importance and conservation priorities were topics of discussion at
a recent workshop organised by the conservation subcommittees of
the Pretoria and Witwatersrand Bird Clubs, and attended by bird
club members and other interested and affected parties.

Redhouse and Chatty Saltpans
These two Eastern Cape sites, situated near Port Elizabeth, are part
of the Swartkops Estuary IBA (SA096 ) and together support im-
portant numbers of certain species; this summer Kelp Gull (863)
surpassed global thresholds, while near-global thresholds were
reached for Greater Flamingo (1104). Chatty also supported near-
regional thresholds of Greyheaded Gull (467) and Cape Teal (376),
and recorded the second highest count of Ruff (702) in the country,
Kalkfontein Dam (1240) in the Free State recording the highest.

Sponsorship news
CWAC has some good news! The Tony & Lisette Lewis Founda-
tion South Africa have agreed to continue funding CWAC for the
next year and will provide R70 000 towards the programme. CWAC
would like to say a big THANK YOU to the Lewis Foundation for
their generous support which will ensure that the programme will
continue to meet its planned and future objectives.

(variety of staff throughout the years) and dedicated members of the
Mtubatuba bird club. Amos and I also cover a further 8 sites around
the St Lucia lake area. They are: Kudu pan, Mfazana pans (both
these two are on the eastern shores of St Lucia), the coastal strip
from Cape Vidal to Sodwana, St Lucia sewage works, Lake Teza
(near Mtubatuba), Lake Mfutululu and Two Pans (near Monzi) and
Mavuya pan (on the Umfolozi flats). We consider these sites impor-
tant since they are all satellite sites of the lake.

ADU: Why do you do it and what keeps you going?

Caroline: Since birds are important indicators of the health of a
system it is important that we monitor the numbers of birds utilis-
ing the system. I am a keen birder and, besides it being part of my
work, I enjoy being out on the lake and visiting the various pans.
Since the lake is part of the Greater St Lucia Wetland Park World
Heritage Site it is important that we monitor the natural function-
ing of the lake and its fauna and ensure that the breeding bird colo-
nies and bird habitats are not disturbed or degraded by human
activities. The fact that increasingly large tracts of this country are
being drained and transformed into monoculture means that there
is less habitat for waterbirds, and by carrying on with CWAC I
believe that my contribution assists in identifying areas of impor-
tance to waterbird conservation.
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ADU: What highlights have you had since you started counting?

Caroline: Some of the highlights while carrying out CWAC include
spending a few hours counting thousands of waterbirds in the dry-
ing up Lake Teza, floating past feeding Greater Flamingos at Lake
St Lucia and picking up specials like Pinkthroated Longclaw, juve-
nile Saddlebilled Storks, African Finfoot and Crab Plover. Of course
the other highlight was the declaration of the Greater St Lucia
Wetland Park as the first natural World Heritage Site in South
Africa and a first for a CWAC site in South Africa.

ADU: Why would you recommend it to other birders?

Caroline: It would be their way of contributing significantly to the
improvement of waterbird knowledge in the country. It is also an
excellent way to improve one’s bird identification skills and of
course you get to visit areas of superb beauty and meet like-minded
individuals.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all the volunteers
who have assisted me in the Lake St Lucia counts, especially the
ardent members of the Mtubatuba bird club.

Heronries and colonies

In the previous newsletter (No. 19) I mentioned the initiative to
identify and catalogue all active heronries and/or breeding colonies
of waterbirds in South Africa and included a heronry/colony record
card to get the ball rolling amongst CWACers. The response to this
has been fairly good and already numerous cards have been submit-
ted. The project has now been made public and a webpage has been
set up on the ADUs website describing the background, framework,
objectives and participation guidelines for this initiative. Go to:
http://www.uct.ac.za/depts/stats/adu/heronries.htm

Please try to keep a lookout for any active heronries or other
breeding colonies the next time you go CWACing or during your
birding travels around the country. The basic information that we
require (if you don’t have a heronry card with you) is the location
of the colony (GPS or map coordinates), number of species and
adults of each species (if species cannot be identified give an
estimate of the total number of adults), number of nests, prefer-

ably active nests (estimate for large colonies) and surrounding
land-use or habitat (in nature reserve, farm dam, etc.). Note that
heronry information can be completed on any date, not only the
CWAC count dates. The heronry/colony cards and the accompany-
ing NERCS handbook are available to download as pdf files from
the webpage but can also be posted to prospective participants.

Winter 2002 count
A reminder that this count takes place on any day(s) during the
month of July with the preferred dates being the middle weekend
(Saturday 13th or Sunday 14th), or as close to these days as pos-
sible.

Enjoy the count and happy CWACing!

Doug Harebottle
Project Coordinator
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Entries in italics indicate new sites for CWAC.

Sites not listed were either not counted or have been discontinued altogether.

*  denotes the count results that have not yet been received.

The official site codes (centre point coordinates) are included for your quick reference.

Summer 2002 CWAC counts
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