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Editorial 
 
The attendance at our morning walks and 
outings has been disappointing of late and is a 
cause for concern. The committee goes to 
great lengths to organize outings to places 
where we are likely to see interesting birds. 
 
The morning walk at the Gammams Sewage 
Works on 09/10/2011 is a case in point. 
There were only seven participants and four of 
those were committee members. Yes – I know 
that South Africa was playing Australia in the 
Rugby World Cup that morning – I decided to 
give the rugby a miss and go on the bird club 
outing instead and I think that was a good 
choice given the result of the rugby and the 
good birds found at the sewage works. In 
about three hours we found sixty eight species 
with a number of specials amongst them. A 
Pink-backed Pelican was seen – this is the 
second sighting of which I am aware at the 
sewage works – two birds were seen on 
12/06/2011 and it constitutes only the fourth 
recent sighting of which I am aware in central 
Namibia; the others being a single bird at Avis 
Dam on 17/04/2010 and two birds seen at 
Otjivero Dam on 30/01/2011.  
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Namibia. On arrival in Upington we saw an 
Orange River White-eye and were surprised at 
how much richer the peach colour on the 
flanks of this bird was compared to those we 
had ringed a couple of weeks earlier at 
Augurabis. 
 
After overnighting in Upington we headed for 
home. The most notable sightings on this final 
leg of our South African holiday were two 
Martial Eagles perched on telephone poles 
next to the road. 
 
Our trip list comprised 204 species seen in 
western South Africa. Of these fifty five were 
lifers for Gudrun while I picked up eight. I do 
not count birds I have seen only in mistnets or 
traps so I was unfortunately unable to add the 
Victorin’s Warbler and the Protea Seedeater to 
my lifelist. Some of the “bogey birds” escaped 
our attention yet again so we will definitely 
have to visit this part of the world again some 
time in the future. 
 

 
 

Cape Wagtail Foot Injuries – Cause for 
Concern? 

 
Peter Cunningham 

Environment & Wildlife Consulting 
Namibia 

P. O. Box 90717, Windhoek 
(pckkwrc@yahoo.co.uk) 

 
 
Over the last few years I have been noticing 
amputee Cape Wagtails with varying degree of 
foot/leg loss in Windhoek and Swakopmund.  
Such amputees have been confirmed by 
various other residents (e.g. Helmut zur 
Strassen – Windhoek, Gottfried Grobbelaar - 
Swakopmund).  As Cape Wagtails are often 
seen foraging on lawns I was concerned the 
effect fertilisers and/or insecticides may have 
with regards to this phenomenon.  
 
On contacting various birders for their 
thoughts regarding my Cape Wagtail 
observations in Namibia I gained the following 
responses as quoted verbatim below:- 

Dr Chris Brown (Co-Director NISD, Namibia 
Institute for Sustainable Development) 

“In answer to your question – I have no idea! I 
don’t recall seeing any mention of this in 
Europe where things are closely monitored – 
particularly the UK. Would doubt whether 
fertilizers were responsible.” 
 
Mark Anderson (Birdlife SA) 
 
“I am afraid that I cannot answer your 
question, but I wonder whether twine, string, 
etc., do not contribute to this problem.” 
 
Mark Boorman/Liz Komen (NARREC) 
 
“Mark suggested that it happens around 
sewage works especially from the 
hair from braid extensions and other hairy bits 
which tangle around the foot or a toe and cut 
off blood supply.  I wonder about what 
the birds are lining their nests with as I have 
seen chicks of other species trying to fledge 
and being caught or fledging with a knot of 
some lengthy material tied onto the feet.” 
 
Dr Rob Simmons (UCT) 
 
“Odd as it may seem we are writing up our 
observations from Dassen Island now - one of 
those papers with a very long gestation (they 
seem to be getting longer?!).  No insecticides or 
fertilizers there (bar the guano), so assume it’s 
natural.” 
 
Dr Peter Ryan (UCT) 
 
“There has been a lot of correspondence on this 
- mainly a few years ago. As I recall the main 
issue seems to be bumble foot, but I didn't 
follow the debate closely and may have got the 
wrong end of the stick...” 
 
Dr Gerhard Verdoorn (Griffon Poison 
Information Centre) 
 
“Very interesting – and disturbing – to receive 
news of your observations in Windhoek. I was 
a co-supervisor for MSc student Tracy Munday 
at the University of Johannesburg some years 
ago and we did the work on the Cape Wagtails 
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to get to the bottom of this phenomenon. My 
own hypothesis was that it was probably the 
result of garden pesticides such as the old 
DDTR and Dieldrin. My hypothesis was totally 
wrong (I was surprised to say the least) and so 
were others that claimed that the birds get their 
legs tangled in cotton strands (used as nesting 
materials) or get their feet burnt at waste sites 
in warm ash. Nothing could be further from the 
truth.  

Tracy discovered with her work (she captured a 
large number of wagtails) that the birds are 
infested with Knemidocoptes mite that works 
itself into the scant leg tissue, cuts off the blood 
supply and desiccates the leg due to the 
necrosis. I was really amazed at this finding. 
We believe that it is a mite that found its way 
from cage birds into the wagtail population. 
Due to the communal roosting habits of the 
birdies, the mite can easily move between 
hosts. This was confirmed by a much higher 
incidence of leg and foot necrosis in wagtails 
that were captured from large communal 
roosts.  

I don’t believe there is a way to mitigate this 
particular problem. It just illustrates again that 
human beings are the most important vectors 
for parasitic and other pathogenic organisms in 
the world.” 

According to the above, it would thus seem 
that the Knemidocptes mite known to be 
responsible for similar aberrations in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, has now 
probably become established in Namibia.  How 
this mite became established in Cape Wagtails 
in Namibia is still unknown although a likely 
source of contamination could originate from 
the cage bird industry. 
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Trends in Namibian Waterbird 
Populations 6: Spoonbill, Hamerkop, 

Flamingos and Cranes 
 
 

Holger Kolberg 
Directorate Scientific Services 

Ministry of Environment and Tourism 
Windhoek 

 
The sixth article in the series on trends in 
Namibian waterbird populations summarises 
count data for African Spoonbill, Hamerkop, 
Greater and Lesser Flamingo and Wattled 
Crane for the period 1977 to December 2008.  
For each species the Red Data Book (RDB) 
status, both global and Namibian, is given, the 
population trend as per Wetlands 
International, the number of times the species 
was counted, the number of times it has 
passed the 1% population criterion, the 
maximum count and the sites where it has 
passed the 1% population criterion. 
 
The local trend is calculated for the period 
1991 to 2008 only because continuous data is 
available for that time.  The computer 
programme TRIM was used for these analyses 
(see an earlier publication for the selection 
criteria and methods) (Lanioturdus 43 (2) – 
Ed).  For each species the number of sites 
used in the analysis, the number of observed 
counts (this includes zero counts), and the 
sites containing more than 10% of the total 
number counted are given.  A trend and slope 
are given.  A slope value of 1 would indicate a 
perfectly stable population, whereas any value 
above 1 means a positive trend and a value of 
less than 1 a negative trend.  Population 
trends are graphically presented as indices 
relative to a base year (in this case 1991) and 
thus all have a value of 1 for 1991.  An index 
value of 2 indicates a doubling of the 
population relative to 1991 and an index of 
0.5 would mean half of the 1991 figure. 
 
Only Greater Flamingo exhibit a moderate 
increase, the trend for the remaining species 
is uncertain.  The two flamingo species 
regularly pass the 1% population mark, 
underlining the importance of Namibia’s 
wetlands as a habitat for these birds. 


