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HARTLAUB’S FRANCOLIN NEWS

I began my research on the ecology and behaviour of
Hartlaub’s Francolin Francolinus hartlaubi (and allied
species elsewhere in Africa) in 1983. This work forms a
project within the evolutionary biology research programme of
the State Museum of Namibia. In 1987 I became convinced that
this project was suitable for post-graduate degree research
and formally registered as a Ph. D. candidate at the Percy
Fitzpatrick Institute of African Ornithology at the
University of Cape Town in South Africa.

The fundamental aim of this project has been to determine
the evolutionary nearest ‘relatives’ of this enigmatic
francolin. More than a quarter-century ago, Pat Hall of the
British Museum of Natural History suggested that it is -
related to members of a group of ‘vermiculated’ francolins,
all of which have similar dorsal plumage. Since I have had
the opportunity to study most of these vermiculated
francolins in the field, I intend to use my knowledge of
their ecology, social patterns, mating systems, behaviour and
calls to test Pat’s hypothesis. I am also very interested in
finding out precisely which species-specific communications
serve as the signals and responses of recognition between
sexual partners.

Despite five years of intensive fieldwork in a relatively
small study area (about two km?) comprising 12 Hartlaub’s
Francolin territories, I was unable to find any nests during
that time. This is a reflection of my inadequacy at finding
nests and the cunning secrecy and deception by these birds
during incubation. Tantalizing glimpses of downy young
rapidly disappearing in the undergrowth of rugged rocky
outcrops only served to add to my frustrations - downy chick
plumage, growth and ontogeny of behaviour and vocalizations
remained undescribed.

In May 1989, I captured three adult Hartlaub’s Francolins:
one male and two females. Thanks to a generous donation of
radio-telemetry equipment by the Fitzpatrick Institute, I was
able to radio-tag these birds and closely monitor their
activities. 1In June one of these females laid three eqgs -
the female and hence the nest were relatively simple to
locate by radio-triangulation - and incubation was monitored.
Unfortunately this female was killed less than two metres
from her nest by an avian predator 18 days after start of
incubation, and the three embryos died as a result of
exposure. The female paired with the radio-tagged male laid
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and incubated three eggs for 23 days, and, within a few hours
of hatching, the male took over brooding these chicks.

The last radio-tagged female eventually laid and incubated
three eggs in July. A female which replaced the predated
female was eventually caught and radio-tagged in August. She
laid two eggs in early September; an unusually late laying
date for this species. As a result of imprinting on the
first three nests, I was able to find an additional three
nests without the help of radios. An attempt to replace
Hartlaub’s Francolin eggs with freshly-laid Redbilled
Francolin Francolinus adspersus eggs (sterile; and only
slightly larger than the former’s eggs) failed when the
female abandoned the nest promptly after replacement.

I have successfully reared five chicks to full-grown
immature stage in captivity; two males and three females.
Except for one chick captured a few hours after hatching,
these birds were all incubated artificially from eggs
collected shortly after laying. Initial growth took place
rapidly, with the chicks able to ‘flutter-fly’ at three days
of age and fledging at twelve days. The birds were full-
grown at about 165 days of age, but initially showed some of
the characteristic dichromatism of the species from about 100
days of age.

By the end of 1990 I hope to tie up the information on
this enigmatic francolin and its ‘allies’ in order to reveal
its evolutionary heritage. One possibility is that
Hartlaub’s Francolin is a ‘living ancestor’, exhibiting
features possessed by the proto-francolin that gave rise some
5-7 million years ago to the 41 species that occur in Africa
and Asia.

Joris Komen, The State Museum of Namibia, P.0. Box 1203,
Windhoek, Namibia.

CROWNED CRANES AND OTHER WETLAND BIRDS OF THE EKUMA RIVER AND
ETOSHA NATIONAL PARK

The Ekuma River flows from Lake Oponono in southern
Ovamboland to the northeastern corner of the Etosha Pan.
This area has seldom been visited by ornithologists during
the rainy season. On 11 March 1988 a helicopter inspection
was made of the Ekuma River area and the entire Etosha Pan.




