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JAEI ENVIRONMENTAL CORNER

Winter Always Comes Before Spring 
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Autumn - things are coming to an end and preparations are being done for winter … the leaves fall off many of our the trees and birds start their migration to head for a warmer climate. (Not even birds like winter!)  ....  Well, that has already happened, and here we are .... Winter!  Brrrr!  
Winter is the coldest season of the year: sometimes harsh with little signs of life or hope. The temperature drops and a place that once flourished with life reduces downs to practically nothing ... or so it seems  ..... 
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Reptiles & some animals escape the winter harshness by going into hibernation although you may be fortunate enough to notice a lizard sunbathing in the weak winter sun.  It's common knowledge that some trees become bare during winter (the deciduous ones anyway). How they keep themselves alive during the cold is quite amazing!  Deciduous trees go through a process similar to hibernation - dormancy, and that is what keeps them alive and well during the winter.  
Dormancy is like hibernation in that everything within the plant slows down - metabolism, energy consumption, growth and so on. The first part of dormancy is when trees lose their leaves. They don't make food in the winter, so they have no use for masses of leaves that would require energy to maintain. When it's time for trees to lose their leaves, a chemical called ABA (Abscisic acid) is produced in terminal buds (the part at the tip of the stem that connects to the leaf). The terminal bud is where the leaf breaks off when it falls, so when ABA gathers there; it signals the leaf to break off. 
ABA is a chemical that also suspends growth, preventing cells from dividing. (This is something that occurs in both deciduous and evergreen trees.) Impeded growth is another aspect of dormancy. It saves a lot of energy to stall growth during the winter, and during the winter, the tree isn't making any new food for energy. However, come Spring, and new life breaks forth! – amazing isn’t it?!
Most birders will tell you that South Africa is a summer birding destination because this is when the migrants from elsewhere in Africa, Europe and Asia visit our shores. But there's plenty to keep a keen birder busy during the winter months (May to August) as well.

If you are fortunate to be able to escape the Highveld and head to the Western Cape, the unique fynbos vegetation comes into its own spectacular glory during winter, opening up a window of opportunity for the birds to breed. Among the special fynbos species to look out for when you visit the Cape are the pretty little orange-breasted sunbird and the Cape sugarbird, characterised by the long tail feathers of the male bird that flits conspicuously from protea head to protea head. A good place to see these birds is in the Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden in Cape Town.

Many of our well loved species like the swallows, cuckoos and paradise flycatches won’t be seen in winter, because they, like many birds, deal with winter by just leaving!  - they migrate to warmer climes (clever birds!)  Much of migratory behaviour of birds is inherited genetically. Although the majority of newly fledged juveniles set off on migration in family parties or in flocks with adults, the juveniles of many species, particularly those breeding in the Arctic regions, depart without (usually later than) their parents. 

[image: image4.jpg]


Another winter natural phenomenon is the sardine run up the east coast of South Africa when millions of these fish migrate northwards. This is the cue for a feeding frenzy involving sharks, seals, dolphins and birds. These large shoals tend to swirl together en masse in what are known as bait balls. A bait ball can be spotted offshore by the diving birds, in particular gannets, which gather in large numbers to feast on the bounty. 

The little critters (creepy-crawlies – insects and the like) will also be conspicuous by their absence during winter – not that they aren’t there, you just don’t see (or hear) them.  Many insects are waiting for Spring happily concealed in their eggs, larvae or pupae.  You can help them by providing a nice layer of cosy mulch around your plants to protect this important and precious part of the web of life.  Bees will be active, albeit not as active as in summer, and having winter flowering plants (such as aloes) available for them will be a great plus.

Biodiversity is not only in places where we can see it. There is a whole world of diversity of which few people are aware - the community of organisms that live in the soil – and that community of life is pretty active during the winter. There are earthworms, millipedes, centipedes, woodlice, crickets, scorpions and pseudo-scorpions, slugs and snails, beetle larvae, spiders and a host of other critters.  These inconspicuous organisms fulfil important functions in the soil. Earthworms, millipedes and woodlice, for instance stimulate decomposition by fragmenting organic matter into small particles, making it more accessible to micro-organisms. 
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The way to enhance the diversity of soil organisms is by mixing a lot of compost into the soil and covering it with mulch. Mulch is any kind of organic matter that comes down from the trees, be it leaf litter, flowers, fruits, seedpods, bark, twigs or even rotting logs. A thick layer of mulch (± 5 cm) provides a good habitat for the many soil organisms mentioned above. Moreover, it dampens fluctuations in soil temperature (especially in winter) and moisture content and prevents 'crusting' of the soil. A nice thick litter layer is also irresistible to thrushes and Cape robin-chats, who love to turn the leaves in search for tasty morsels. 

So, even though it is winter – God’s creation is hard at work preparing for a whole fresh new start in Spring.  This is indeed cause to celebrate and praise such a magnificent Creator!!!
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