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Introduction 

The Red-billed Firefinch Lagonosticta 
senegalensis was first recorded from 
the Windhoek area in 1995 (Brown 
1997). How it reached Windhoek, 
some 600 km south of its closest 
previous range in the Cuvelai basin 
north of Etosha National Park, is not 
clear. At the time of first reporting I 
thought that the small Windhoek 
population derived most probably 
from cage-bird escapees. In view of 
subsequent events I am no longer so 
sure, and suspect that the birds 
could have arrived unassisted, by 
natural dispersion and colonization. 
The first evidence of Red-billed 
Firefinches breeding in Windhoek 
was found in 1988 (Brown 1998) and 
I wrote “It remains to be seen whether 
the Red-billed Firefinch will survive 
and increase to become a common 
garden bird in Windhoek”.  Today we 
see that Red-billed Firefinches have 
indeed increased in both numbers 
and range. They are one of the more 
common garden birds throughout the 
City. They have also spread 
northwards along ephemeral river 
systems to Okahandja and down the 
Swakop River to the edge of the 
Namib Desert. 

The Red-billed Firefinch is parasitised 
by the Village Indigobird Vidua 
chalybeata. Some 36% of nests in 
Senegal (n = 374) and 42% in Zambia 
(n = 31) were parasitised (Hockey et 
al. 2005). In 2009 the first confirmed 
sighting of a Village Indigobird, the 
western race V. c. okavangoensis, was 
recorded in Windhoek (Schubert et al. 
2012). Since then the species has 
expanded rapidly across the City and 

northwards along the valley towards 
Okahandja. Up to three adult male 
Village Indigobirds were seen together 
at a seed feeder in my garden in 
Windhoek West during December 
2012 and through much of 2013 and 

the summer of 2014, and six 
Indigobirds (4 male & 2 female) were 
seen in the summer of 2013/14 in a 
garden in the suburb of Olympia (D 
Ludwig pers comm). 

The Village Indigobird is not known 
as a cage-bird in Namibia. Its arrival 
in the Windhoek area is thus unlikely 
to have been assisted, and probably 
occurred by natural dispersion. On 
finding its host present in the 
Windhoek area in large numbers, the 
pioneer Village Indigobirds were able 
to establish a self-sustaining and 
growing population. The range of this 
Indigobird closely matches that of its 
host (Harrison et al. 1997). The 
establishment of the new Windhoek 
Village Indigobird population reflects 
the same population expansion as 
shown by the Firefinch, i.e. a leap of 
about 600 km. While many species 
have expanded their ranges in 
southern Africa in recent years, 
mainly as a result of anthropogenic 
habitat change, e.g. African Sacred 
Ibis, Hadeda Ibis, African Harrier-
Hawk, Pied Barbet, Lesser 
Honeyguide, South African Cliff 
Swallow, Southern Grey-headed 
Sparrow to name a few that have 
shown expansions also in Namibia 
(Hockey 2003), these range 
extensions have been more in the 
form of creeping expansion, slowly 
growing the species’ range rather 
than large leaps to establish new and 
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highly isolated populations as shown 
by the Red-billed Firefinch and 
Village Indigobird in central Namibia. 

Although “leaping expansion” seems 
less common than “creeping 
expansion”, if local conditions 
become suitable – such as the more 
wooded and watered urban 
environment of Windhoek - it is 
inevitable that new colonization will 
occur. What we call “vagrants” are 
often in fact dispersion of birds 
looking for new areas to colonise. We 
record only a very small proportion of 

all the birds dispersing to find new 
areas. I believe that dispersion is a 
far bigger issue than we realize and a 
far more important process and 
component of avian ecology than we 
appreciate. It is also important to 
note that, for colonization of new 
areas to take place, both male and 
female “vagrants” need to disperse to 
a new area and be there at the same 
time. A quick review of just the past 
year of “interesting observation” in 
Lanioturdus, plus some unpublished 
recent records, reveal the following: 

 

Species Location Outside range (km) 

Black-headed Oriole at Klein-Aus Vista near Aus (Thomson 

2013a) 

± 1,000 km 

White-fronted Bee-eater Windhoek (Thomson 2013b) ±700 km 

White-fronted Bee-eater Namib Desert Lodge (pers obs) ± 850 km 

Long-crested Eagle Windhoek (Thomson 2013c) ± 800 km 

White-browed Robin-

Chat 

Windhoek (Thomson 2014) ± 700 km 

Cut-throat Finch Windhoek (Thomson 2014) ± 450 km 

Chestnut Weaver Fish River Canyon (T & S Cooper, pers 

com) 

± 500 km 

 

A more detailed review of vagrants 
and dispersal would produce a long 
list of examples and should shed 
more light on this little studied and 
under-appreciated component of 
avian biology. 

Observations on post-nesting 

dependence period 
On 18 May 2014 I found a Red-billed 
Firefinch nest in my garden with 
large nestlings. I did not disturb the 
nest. On the afternoon of 21st May 
the first two nestlings left the nest. 
One of the nestlings was a Red-billed 
Firefinch the other a Village 
Indigobird (Figure 1). Both nestlings 
were fed by the male bird on the 
ground and both returned to roost in 
the nest that night. The next day, 
22nd May, all the nestlings left the 

nest, comprising four Firefinches and 
one Indigobird. They stayed close to 
the parent birds and begged for food 
at intervals throughout the day. Each 
young Firefinch was fed on average 
about twice per hour (33 feeds by 
both parents for the four young 
Firefinches over 4 hours under 
observations during the morning 
between about 07h00 and 12h00) 
while the young Indigobird was fed 
just over three times per hour (13 
feedings over 4 hours). Most of the 
feeds took place on the ground with 
just 15% (7 of 46) on the lower 
branches of small shrubs – all at or 
below about 1.5 m above the ground. 
That night and for the next two 
nights all the young birds roosted in 
the nest. On the night of the 25th 
May, the four Firefinches roosted in 
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the nest but not the Indigobird. The 
Indigobird was back begging with the 
young Firefinches on the morning of 
26th May. Thereafter none of the 
young birds used the nest to roost. 

 Figure 1: Young Village Indigobird at six 

days out of the nest. Note the two swollen 

white tubercles on each side of the gape. 

The young Firefinches continued to 
beg for food and be fed by their 
parents for up to 11 days after 
leaving the nest. The last feeding was 
seen on 1st June. However, the first 
time those young birds were seen 
feeding themselves was 6 days after 
leaving the nest, on 27th May (Figure 
2). 

 Figure 2: The young Firefinches started 
feeding themselves from day six out of the 

nest, the young Indigobird fed itself from 

day five. 

The young Indigobird, from the time 
it emerged from the nest to when it 
left, was about 20% larger than the 
young Firefinches (Figure 3). It was 
loosely part of the young group of 

Firefinches, but usually on the edge 
of the group or at some small 
distance away. However, when it 
wanted food it would move into the 
centre of the group and approach a 
parent, usually the male, and exert a 
dominant presence over the young 
Firefinches. It was never seen to 
physically attack the young 
Firefinches, but its larger size and 
more assertive attitude ensured its 
dominance, resulting in it being fed 
more often than the Firefinches. After 
being fed it would move to the edge or 
just outside of the group. In total the 
young Indigobird was seen being fed 
19 times by an adult Firefinch, 13 
(68%) of which were by the male. The 
Young Indigobird fed itself for the 
first time 5 days after leaving the nest 
(26th May) and no longer begged and 
received food from an adult Firefinch 
after 9 days (30th May). 

 
Figure 3: A young Village Indigobird, six 

days out of the nest, being fed by the male 

Red-billed Firefinch host while its four 

Firefinch brood-mates beg for food in a 

circle around them. The young Indigobird 
is about 20% larger than its Firefinch 

brood-mates and this makes it sufficiently 

dominant to ensure that it is fed more 

often than the young Firefinches. 

The young Firefinches remained 
loosely associated with the adults 
until the time of writing (20th June). 
The young Indigobird was last seen 
on 1st June, 11 days after leaving the 
nest, after which it left the family 
group and the immediate area. The 
sequence of post-nesting development 
of the young Firefinches and 
Indigobird is summarized in Figure 4. 
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Conclusions 

The following points emerge from 
these observations: 

 Unlike Cuckoos, the Village 
Indigobird does not generally evict 
its host’s eggs and/or nestlings 
from the nest. The young 
Indigobird grows up with the host 
nestlings. This means that brood 
sizes can be quite large – in this 
case 5 nestlings; 

 Because incubation starts with the 
last egg laid, all the eggs hatch at 
about the same time and the young 
leave the nest at about the same 
time. In this case, the Indigobird 
was one of the first two nestlings to 
leave the nest; 

 The young Village Indigobird is 
about 20% larger than its Firefinch 
brood-mates. This allowed it to 
dominate and to obtain more feeds 
from its host parents than did the 
young Firefinches. If food were a 
limiting factor, the Indigobird 
would likely survive at the expense 
of the young Firefinches; 

 In these observations the male 
Firefinch was seen feeding the 

young birds more often than the 
female – in the case of the 
Indigobird, two-thirds of its feeds 
were from the male; 

 The young Village Indigobird 
developed more quickly than did its 
Firefinch brood-mates. It left the 
nest early, used the nest to roost 
for a night less than did the young 
Firefinches, started feeding itself a 
day earlier, stoped begging and 
being fed by its host parents two 
days earlier and departed the 
family group after about 11 days 
out of the nest, compared to young 
Firefinches which remain loosely 
with the family group for at least 4 
weeks after leaving the nest. 

Finally, these observations are based 
on a single brood of nestlings in an 
urban garden environment where the 
birds are provided with bird seed 
every morning. Further observations 
are needed to verify that these 
conclusions are in fact typical of the 
species and their parasite-host 
interactions. 

 

Figure 4: Post-nestling development of a brood of four Red-billed Firefinch (R-bF) and one Village 

Indigobird (VI) 
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