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Project summary
The Coordinated Waterbirds Counts (CWAC) project reaches the whole of South Africa and records information for all the non-passerine species of birds associated with wetlands.  The project entails a six-monthly census of the total numbers of waterbirds present at wetlands across the country.  Currently the project curates waterbird data for 627 sites.  Census data are collected by a network of volunteers which currently number between 800 and a 1,000 people.  The data are computerised and made available to Wetlands International (WI) and the South African Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT). 
South Africa is a member of WI and a signatory to the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl Habitat (Ramsar Convention), the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (Bonn Convention) and the African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA).  CWAC forms part of the activities which give expression to these commitments.  The results of the project are mainly communicated via the CWAC website: (http://cwac.adu.org.za/).  A comprehensive report was published in 1997, summarising the data collected since the inception of the project in 1992.
Project goal and objectives

The primary goal of the CWAC project is to monitor populations of waterbirds at as many of South Africa’s major wetlands as possible.  The following objectives have been identified:
1. coordinating waterbird counts at registered wetlands;

2. the expansion of the project to include new waterbird sites;
3. management of data and the incorporation thereof into a national CWAC database;
4. analysis of data on a regular basis through manipulation of the database;

5. dissemination of data through a regularly updated website, writing of reports, popular articles and co-authoring, where appropriate, scientific papers;
6. submission of data to Wetlands International as part of the African Waterbird Census (AfWC).
Progress

Coverage (March 2009)
A total of 627 sites are currently registered with the CWAC project.  Of these, on average 380 (60%) are surveyed bi-annually; the remaining sites either having been discontinued or have had their counts suspended due to various reasons.  The counts are coordinated by approximately 125 compilers or site coordinators, and approximately 600 observers take part during each count.  All census data collected are processed and stored in a SQL database at the Animal Demography Unit (ADU) based at the University of Cape Town.
Summer 2008
A total of 356 sites were surveyed during this period.  This excludes data from 65 sites situated within the Northern Cape (NC) Province.  This data is still outstanding for reasons beyond the project’s control.  Fortunately the bulk of the outstanding NC data have been collected and attempts are underway to recover the outstanding counts.
The summer 2008 season was very wet and a number of sites (26), especially in the northern parts of the country, could not be accessed due to flooding.  Similarly, only 12 registered sites were reported to have been dry; a low figure indeed.

A total of 13 new sites were registered during the reporting period.  The table below indicates in which provinces these fall, and who the compilers are:
	Site Name
	Province
	Compiler

	Coega Saltpans
	Eastern Cape
	Dr Paul Martin

	Toronto Pan
	Free State
	Mr Brian Colahan

	Smithfield Dam
	Free State
	Mr Brian Colahan

	Groot Riet Pan
	Free State
	Mr Stephen Hill

	Vaal Dam: EE1 (Extreme East)
	Free State
	Mrs Rosemary Girard

	Gatemore Farm Dams
	Kwazulu Natal
	Mrs Evelyn Hughes

	Sundumbili Sewage Works
	Kwazulu Natal
	Mr Frank Rautenbach

	Riviersonderend Sewage Ponds
	Western Cape
	Mr John Jones

	Loch Lotus Dams
	Western Cape
	Mr John Jones

	Berg River 15: Vlaminkvlei Night Roost
	Western Cape
	Mr Keith Harrison

	Berg River 16: Lower Berg River Night Roost
	Western Cape
	Mr Keith Harrison

	Langebaan Country Estate
	Western Cape
	Mr Keith Harrison

	Atlantis Dunes: Pond 7
	Western Cape
	Miss Thumeka Mdlazi


Some of the highlights for the summer season include:

Langebaan: Japan se klip – Bottelary:

This site includes the eastern shoreline of the Langebaan Lagoon (West Coast National Park).  During the January 2008 CWAC count large groups of waders were spotted in this section.  The total number of birds observed was 17,505 and included 3,300 Grey Plover, 1,600 Turnstone, 800 Red Knot, 2,970 Curlew Sandpiper, 4,950 Sanderling, 1,600 Bar-tailed Godwit and 1,600 Common Whimbrel.  Thanks to Mr Sten Johansson for coordinating this count.

Lake St Lucia:

The long running drought is persisting in the region and the lake level has been steadily declining since the mouth breached in March 2007 and its subsequent closure in late August.  Some of the highlights during the aerial survey conducted on the 7th of March 2008 included, 203 Pink-backed Pelican, 4,140 Great White Pelican, 415 White-breasted Cormorant, 119 Great White Egret, 602 African Spoonbill and 194 Caspian Tern.  Thanks to Caroline Fox and her team from Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife for undertaking the count.
Leeupan:

Situated in the North West Province just north of Barberspan, this site yielded 6,001 Lesser Flamingos during the January count.  This is an extraordinary number of Lesser Flamingos, representing about 10% of the southern African population.  Thanks to Piet du Plessis and his team for conducting this count.
Winter 2008
A total of 323 sites were surveyed during this period.  This excludes data from 50 sites situated within the NC Province as well as 27 sites in the Free State (FS) Province.  For reasons beyond the projects control, this data is still outstanding.  Fortunately the bulk of outstanding data have been collected and attempts are underway to recover the outstanding counts.
A total of 7 new sites were registered during the reporting period.  The table below indicates in which provinces these fall, and who the compilers are:

	Site Name
	Province
	Compiler

	St Lucia Beach: Swimming Beach to First Rocks
	Kwazulu Natal
	Mrs Caroline Fox

	Zini Estate Wetland
	Kwazulu Natal
	Mr Frank Rautenbach

	Rooipoort Nature Reserve: Rooidam
	Northern Cape
	Mr Andrew Stainthorpe

	Rooipoort Nature Reserve: Davis Drift2 - R64 Bridge
	Northern Cape
	Mr Andrew Stainthorpe

	Rooipoort Nature Reserve: Shauws Drift - Davis Drift2
	Northern Cape
	Mr Andrew Stainthorpe

	Rooipoort Nature Reserve: Twin Gates - Shauws Drift
	Northern Cape
	Mr Andrew Stainthorpe

	Breede River Estuary: Power lines - Ronnys Wooden House
	Western Cape
	Mr Stiaan Conradie


I am delighted to see a total of 5 new linear sections (marine and freshwater) being registered with the CWAC project.  Thanks indeed to those people that have taken up this challenge; species numbers and diversity are often not very high on these types of sections, yet the data is important.
Some of the highlights for the winter season include:
Coega Saltpans:

A newly registered site that delivered a total of 1,730 birds.  Of particular interest were the following numbers: 279 Black-winged Stilts, 176 Kelp Gulls, 636 Grey-headed Gulls of which 237 comprised breeding pairs.  Another highlight included 490 pairs of Swift Tern breeding.
Chatty Saltpans:

A total of 607 Black-necked Grebes were recorded.  This represents approximately 4% of the regional population.  Other highlights included 176 Pied Avocets and 102 White-breasted Cormorants.

Stewards Pan:

Situated on the East Rand and surveyed by Mr Sean West.  This site delivered 1,818 African Sacred Ibis as well as 3,061 Grey-headed Gull.
Summer 2009
The 2009 summer survey has recently been concluded.  The bulk of the counts would have taken place between 15 January and 15 February 2009.  At the moment compilers are busy submitting their data to me.  I am pleased to report that many compilers have started using the new Excel census form.
On-going activities

The following activities are of an on-going nature:

· Encourage more compilers to count local wetlands on a more frequent basis.  This will aid in more meaningful results being obtained which will assist in interpreting trends and patterns in waterbird abundance at both the site and regional levels.

· Encourage compilers to count sections of coastline and rivers as CWAC sites.  Very little information exists for these particular habitats and we hope to expand on this.

· The 2009 summer data is currently being captured.

· General project administration and data management is of an on-going nature.
Recent milestones
· The new and improved CWAC website (http://cwac.adu.org.za/) was launched on World Wetlands Day, 2 February, 2008.  This was thoroughly reported on in the March 2008 progress report.  Of particular interest is the fact that between 2 February 2008 and 28 February 2009, we have managed to get public permission to host waterbird data on the website, for an additional 216 sites, pushing the amount of “open” data on the website to 85%.  This was achieved through an extensive liaison project with most of the CWAC contributors.  Many volunteers gave permission for their data to be made publicly available, including major role players such as Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, Gauteng Department of Agriculture, Conservation and Environment and Cape Nature.  I am currently still in discussion with other role players in order to get even more of the data available online.
· Mid 2008 saw the launch of a competition to find a logo for the CWAC project.  I am glad to report that on World Wetlands Day 2009, we finally announced the winners.  Mel Tripp, associated with AAA School of Advertising was responsible for the concept and design of the logo.  Wayne Jones from Cocolure Illustration, DTP & Design did the illustration and final setting.  From the ADU’s side we are confident that the CWAC logo is a step in the right direction; providing the project with a clean crisp means of association.  Thanks to all the people that participated in this process.  I think we can all be proud of the outcome.
· The Twelfth Pan-African Ornithological Congress (PAOC) took place at the Goudini Spa Conference Centre, near Rawsonville, from Sunday the 7th to Friday the 12th of September 2008.  The CWAC project had a poster on display, summarising the project; its origins, methods, purposes and encouraging people to become involved.  A round table discussion was also hosted, but unfortunately attendance was lower than expected.  The opportunity was however still used to discuss some project matters and to give feedback.
Constraints

· Time constraints are one of the biggest factors for the CWAC project.  As the project coordinator I can vouch for the fact that my time is extremely limited.  Database management, including data management is taking up the bulk of my time.  The rollout of the new Excel census forms certainly speeds up data turnaround time, but it also requires much more of my time in terms of simply dealing with the electronic data sheets, on an individual basis, as they come in via email.
· A second concern is that of data capture, specifically the capture of data submitted in paper format.  Currently the ADU does not have a full time data capturer and this impacts negatively on the speed at which these forms are processed.  Currently we have a backlog of approximately 150 forms (mainly 2008 data) that needs processing.  Although not a huge backlog, it is still of concern; ideally we want to minimise the data turnaround time as much as possible.  The ADU is looking towards filling this position in the near future and hopefully this problem can be addressed as a matter of urgency.
· One of the biggest constraints is the lack of Information Technology (IT) capacity within the ADU.  Unfortunately many of the ADU projects, including CWAC, are reliant on only one IT person within the unit.  Although a large amount of IT progress has been made during the last year, specifically in the development of database management software, much more needs to be done, especially in terms of website output.  This remains one of the biggest challenges for CWAC.
· Financial constraints are of an on-going concern.  The need to secure reliable long-term funding for the project is very important to ensure its sustainability.  Very little time and capacity exists within the ADU, or with me personally, to apply / secure project funding.
2007 CWAC review recommendations
On 24 August 2007 the CWAC project underwent an external review.  The process highlighted the strengths and weaknesses of the project, including the recommendation of short term actions to be taken.  This section serves as a summary on what we have achieved in this regard, and what we still need to do.  Four actions were identified:
· Reworking the main goal of the project: Due to time limitations this has not been done yet.  I do feel that it is a priority and I do recognise the need for it.  The current goal of the project is not clear and it’s not aligned with the objectives set out.  This process should not take long and will be taken up with the CWAC Advisory Group (AG) shortly.
· The development of web-based outputs for the project: It is clear that much progress has been made in this regard.  The response we have had from various stakeholders around the country has been positive.  People and organisations see the benefits the website has in terms of access to data as well as providing general project feedback.  Yet, challenges remain.  For CWAC to become a real / true conservation tool, it has to progress in this field.  The suite of data summaries available online must increase and we have to find ways of doing this.  Some of the aspects that need expansion are producing trends (on a site basis) as well as finding innovative ways of presenting data in a useful way.  We also need to look at the prioritisation of sites, specifically on a regional / provincial scale.
· The prioritisation of CWAC sites around the country: The criteria for the identification of such priority sites have already been defined; some of which have already been incorporated into the CWAC website.  The challenge, as discussed in the section above, is one of making this available in a useful format on the website.  Further to this, finding the time and capacity to develop these outputs is of real concern.
· The identification of additional site information to be collected and the rollout of the data collection process: In the March 2008 progress report it was reported that this process was put on hold.  This was due to DEAT still refining their national wetland inventory system.  Initial indications were that this process would have been finalised by April 2008 but this has not realised.   I am currently trying to asses the situation with regards to the national wetland inventory and once this is known, we will be able to make a decision on taking this process forward.
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