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PREFACE

The Savanna Ecosystem Project of the National Programme for Environmental
Sciences is one of several national scientific programmes administered by
the CSIR. The National Programme is a cooperative undertaking of
scientists and scientific institutions in South Africa concerned with
research related to envirommental problems. It includes research designed
to meet local needs as well as projects being undertaken in South Africa as
contributions to.the international programme of SCOPE (Scientifiec Committee
on Problems of the Environment), the body set up in 1970 by ICSU (Inter-
national Council of Scientific Unions) to act as a focus of non—govern—
mental international scientific effort in the environmental £field.

The Savanna Ecosystem Project being carried out at Nylsvley is a joint
undertaking of more than fifty scientists from the Department of Agricul-
tural Technical Services, the Transvaal Provincial Administration, the
CSIR, the Transvaal Museum, and eight universities. As far as possible,
participating laboratories finance their own research within the project.
The shared facilities at the study area and the research of participating
universities and museums are financed from a central fund administered by
the National Committee for Environmental Sciences and contributed largely
by the Department of Planning and the Environment.

The research programme of the Savanna Ecosystem Project has been divided
into three phases — Phase I (mid 1974 to mid 1976) - a pilot study of the
Nylsvley study area, in particular the description and quantification of
structural features of the ecosystem, Phase II (mid 1976-1979) - studies in
the key components and processes including the development of mathematical
models, and Phase IIT (1979-1984) - extension to other sites and the study
of management strategies for the optimal utilization of Burkea savanna
ecosystems.

The present report is the first in a series of Savanna Ecosystem Project
reports describing features of the faunal structure,
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ABSTRACT

A provisional avifaunal checklist based on observations made during the
period September 1974 to July 1976 is presented. Of 325 species recorded,
197 are classified as resident, 64 as migrant, 14 as sporadic, 13 as
vagrant while 37 are of uncertain status.

UITTREKSEL

'n Voorlopige voellys gegrond op waarnemings gedurende die tydperk
September 1974 tot Julie 1976 word voorgel@d. Van die 325 soorte aange-
teken, word 197 as standvoeéls geklassifiseer, 64 as trekvoéls, 14 as
sporadies, 13 as swerwend, terwyl die status van 37 soorte onbepaald is.



INTRODUCTION

This annotated checklist of birds of the Nylsvley Nature Reserve, Naboom-
spruit district, is based on observations made there during the period
September 1974 to July 1976. It includes all the species recorded within
the boundaries of the Reserve and some, marked with a plus (+), that are
1ikely to occur, but have thus far only been recorded on neighbouring
farms. The names and positions of neighbouring farms are shown in

Figure 1. The area is well known ornithologically and, in particular, the
avifauna of a nearby farm, Mosdene, has been investigated in detail
{Tarboton 1971).

BOEKENHOUT sta.

-

e A

nylsvley

deelkraal -

J NYL RIVER AND FLOODPLAIN

\ sandfontein

Figure 1. Sketch map of the survey area, indicating the position of the
Nyl river floodplain and farms mentioned in the text.

Species have been treated and numbered in the systematic order of McLachlan
and Liversidge- (1970). Their use of English - names has also been generally
followed. Scientific names, however, follow Winterbottom (1969). A
brief statement describing the habitat, status, frequency and breeding
season is given for each species. These aspects are discussed in further
detail below.



HABTITAT

A detailed description of the vegetation of Nylsvley is presented by
Coetzee et al (1976). For the present account avifaunal habitats on
Nylsvley can be broadly grouped into woodland and the Nyl river and
associated grassland.

Woodland

Woodland covers approximately 2500 ha (70%) of the Reserve and, insofar as
it affects avian distribution, can be divided into broadleaf (with Burkea
africana, Combretum spp, Ochna pulchra, etc dominant) and microphyllous
Acacia-dominated woodland. The latter is restricted to the alluvial soils
associated with the Nyl river and the former occurs on the sandy soils
south of the Nyl (Burkea-Ochna woodland) and on the shallow litholitic

soils to the north (Combretum apiculatum-dominated woodland) (Coetzee et al
1976).

Both woodland types have distinctive avian communities and many species are
restricted to one or the other. In general the broadleaf woodland
supports a more diverse, but lower density community. The avian community
in broadleaf woodland is best developed in the Burkea—COchna (as occurs in
the Savanna Ecosystem Project study site) while that in the Combretum
aptculatum is an impoverished version thereof.

A further habitat represented on Nylsvley and elsewhere in the district is
provided by stands of exotic trees, principally Euecalyptus spp, which grow
around homesteads. These provide the habitat requirements of a few
species (eg Accipiters) which might not otherwise occur.

Nyl river and associated grassland

The Nyl river provides an aquatic habitat in the area which is probably
unigue in South Africa. The river is flanked by a broad floodplain (up to
6 km wide on adjacent farms) which is seasonally inundated to varying
degrees. In exceptionally wet years the area attracts a variety of
tropical aquatic birds and the Nyl river is the only known breeding ground
in South Africa for several of these. Nylsvley Nature Reserve is well
situated on the Nyl river in this respect and supports suitable breeding
habitat for most of the species concerned. Retaining walls and some dams
have been built across the Nyl on several adjacent farms (but not Nylsvley)
and these provide habitat for species utilising open water.

In dry years the Nyl river ceases to flow and the floodplain becomes a dry
grassland and attracts species utilising this habitat.

STATUS
Species have been grouped into one of the following status classes -

resident
migrant



sporadic

vagrant.
The terms "resident'" and "migrant" are self explanatory. ‘'"Resident"
implies that the species breeds in the district whereas a "migrant" may or
may not. "Sporadics" are those species which are not resident in the
district but occur fairly frequently without seasonal cycle. "Vagrants"

are species occasionally present, but outside their normal range.

The aquatics are.a special case, since many of the species which have been
described as "resident' are only resident as long as suitable conditions
exist. During the period considered in this list (September 1974 to July
1976) such conditions have persisted along the Nyl. Several aquatic
species that occur are seasonal migrants to the area, and only appear in
particularly wet years; these have been described below as '"erratic
migrants".

FREQUENCY

Species have been grouped intc one of the following frequency classes -

very common
common

fairly common
scarce

rare.

There are two serious shortcomings in using terms such as "common" or
"rare" in describing a species. Conspicuous species tend to be described
as "common" and elusive species as ''rare" irrespective of their densities.
Species with large territory requirements, such as large raptors, and hence
low densities will be described as 'scarce" whereas in fact the species
concerned is at the highest density that the habitat will support and

might be higher than happens anywhere else in its range : the term takes no
account of the species "saturation" in its habitat.

With these in mind, the usage of the frequency terms here is no more than a
subjective estimate of the relative density of species in their optimum
habitat; ''very common' implies high density and "rare" implies low density
in preferred habitat.

BREEDING SEASONS

Breeding seasons are indicated below {Table 1) by tabulating the number of
clutches of eggs laid in each month by each species. These data are
derived from all the nests recorded in the area during the period September
1974 to July 1976, backdating the record, where necessary, to the month of
egglaying. N6 record is denoted by "ar". More extensive data on the
breeding seasons of birds in the area can be found in the Mosdene list
{(Tarboton 1971).
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