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JAEI ENVIRONMENTAL CORNER
Welcome back to our long distance travellers!
Migratory Birds in South Africa

Spring is nearly upon us – a great time when we welcome back our feathered visitors from northern climes!

Even during Biblical times, bird migration was certainly noticed!

· Job 39:26 “Does the hawk take flight by your wisdom and spread its wings toward the south?

· Jeremiah 8:7 “Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration.  But my people do not know the requirements of the Lord.”

This must remain one of the most compelling achievements in all of God’s Creation – that of the annual migration of birds from the Northern Hemisphere to Southern Africa.  Migration is a survival strategy not only for the individual but also for the species.
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Bird migration is the regular seasonal movement, often north and south along a flyway between breeding and wintering grounds, undertaken by many species of birds. Migration, which carries high costs in predation and mortality, including from hunting by humans, is driven primarily by availability of food and in many instances, to breed.  Research by National Geographic reveals that up to 4.5 billion birds, representing around 185 species, fly from Europe and Asia in the north to southern Africa and back every year. Interestingly, although they follow the same migration routes every year without fail, the route to their summer destination in the south may differ from the trip back home.
More than 200 species migrate from the northern hemisphere to Southern Africa each year.  Birds that migrate to South Africa from the far north include the White Storks, Lesser Kestrels, the majestic Steppe and Lesser Spotted eagles, Woodland Kingfisher, and European Bee-eater. The Amur Falcon flies over the Indian Ocean from the Amur region (part of Mongolia across India to Kenya and down to South Africa).  The waders are also good examples of very long distance migrants ….. Siberia to South Africa and back! 
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The tiny, dazzling African Pygmy-kingfisher, Red-chested Cuckoo (Piet-my-vrou), African Paradise Flycatcher and the Yellow-billed Kite are examples of intra-Africa migrants who migrate to central Africa each year.
Some (like the Malachite sunbird) aren’t even that daring and just pop over the border or to a higher elevation where the weather isn’t that cold!  
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But the most amazing group of migrants must be the diminutive warblers weighing only a few grams, migrating by night, navigating by the stars between northern Europe or Siberia to southern Africa where they spend the European winter months in our gardens returning six months later to the north to breed.
The Arctic Tern, which briefly passes through South Arica on its way to and from the Antarctic holds the long-distance migration record for birds, travelling a round trip of a whopping 70900kms each year – now that’s some frequent-flyer miles!

One must ask – “How do they do that?!”  ....  The question of how birds find their way between breeding and wintering grounds and how birds find their way back to precise nesting or roosting sites  has puzzled people for as long as they have been aware of bird migration.

Good satellite tracking studies are being done on migrants at this stage, so hopefully research will help to answer the many questions that remain unanswered.  From the results of research thus far, it is clear that birds don’t rely on a single source of information to guide them on their travels.  Instead, they possess the ability, shaped over evolutionary time, to use redundant cues from a variety of sources  such directional information topographic features, (including wind direction) stars, sun, Earth's magnetic field, and odours.  Such a system enables birds to find their way under most conditions that they routinely encounter.  . 

Whatever their reasons, their route and their potential gain, over 200 bird species in Southern Africa are migrants. The wonders of their skills of navigation and orientation is another story still but simply having them show up on our door step each year is a privilege and a delight to behold!
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