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BIRDING BUZZ 
August 2021   No. 7 

This monthly newsletter is for young people who are interested in nature and in birds.  Teachers or parents, 
please pass on (by e-mail or printing) to those who may be interested. Please feel free to share it with others 

RAPTOR RHAPSODY 
Did you know that there are 83 different raptor species in South Africa, of 
which 12 are owls? The smallest is the PYGMY FALCON (about the size of a 
Southern Fiscal). The largest is the LAPPET-FACED VULTURE  with its 
wingspan of over 2.5 metres.  Raptors are found in most habitats—
mountains, deserts, wetlands, forests and grasslands. Each group of 
raptors differs in its general behaviour and body features. 

Raptors are birds that are designed to hunt. Although many birds are 
predators, they are not raptors! Only birds like hawks, eagles, falcons and 
owls are called raptors as they have three common features:  1. Great 
eyesight, 2. Strong, grasping feet with talons, 3. A hooked powerful beak. 
These are their tools for hunting, killing and eating. Each of these tools 
varies according to their type of prey and the way they catch their food. 

These look like dangerous weapons but, in fact, are never used to catch 
their prey and very seldom to defend themselves. The taloned feet are 
used for these purposes. The main purpose of the bill is to tear the prey 
into chunks that can be swallowed more easily. 

The long, sharp talons and strong, gripping feet help raptors catch their 
food. Raptors can crush their prey to death with their feet, or they can kill 
the prey by piercing the neck or spine with their talons. Death is usually 
instant. The feet, with their extremely powerful locking grip, are adapted 
for handling different types of prey. 

Rock Kestrel— may use its beak 

to kill its prey by biting the back 

of the neck with a special  

‘tooth’ just behind the tip of the 

beak— but only after catching it 

with its feet. Then it tears up 

the small prey like small 

mammals, lizards and insects. 

Verreaux’s Eagle—large hooked 

beak for dealing with larger 

prey  such as small mammals 

like dassies. 

Lappet-faced Vulture—Large 

strong beak for tearing skin and 

breaking bones of carcasses 

Raptor beaks all have hooks—notice the different sizes and shapes of the beaks 

in these examples: 
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Photograph by Ingrid (of Call of the 

Wild Camps) 

Eagles, with their short legs, strong thick toes and long talons, catch mammals like 
dassies and hares. Their feet are used for holding, 
piercing and crushing. 

Sparrowhawks and falcons have long legs and long thin 
toes that enable them to reach out and grab small birds 
in flight. 

    Fish-eating raptors like Fish Eagles have spiny soles and  long curved talons for 
catching and holding their slippery prey (fish). 

                                  

                                     

Most raptors are excellent flyers. Some cover great 
distances in search of prey. Others are fast and agile for 
pursuit. Their wing and tail shapes are modified for 
different types of flight according to how they hunt. 
Looking at the wing and tail outlines or silhouettes can 
help you identify sub-groups of raptors so you can use your 
bird guide faster to identify the bird you see. 

1) Vultures, eagles and buzzards use air currents to glide 
and circle or soar high above land. Their wings are broad 
with feather-like fingers at the end, and their tails tend to 
be short and wide.  

2) Falcons are the fastest birds. They have long pointed 
wings and long tails for high speed and agility for catching their prey in flight. 

3) Sparrowhawks and goshawks have short rounded wings for easy manoeuvrability between the 
branches of trees in their woodland habitat. 

4) Harriers have long narrow wings and long tails for flying up and down low over open ground, 
hunting for prey. This is called quartering. 

All raptors have excellent sight and hearing — seeing and hearing much better than humans. They 
can see up to 8 times as well as humans. Scientists know this because they have found that they 
have many more rods and cones (special light-sensitive cells) on their retinas at the backs of their 
eyes. They can also see in colour. They also have a special spot (called the fovea) on their retina that 
magnifies the image of their prey up to 30 times. 

In the next few issues of Birding Buzz, we will largely be concentrating on raptors you are most likely 
to see in or near Cape Town, but will mention a couple of other particularly fascinating ones. We also 
invite readers to submit their raptor photographs over the next few months (to  
chairman@capebirdclub.org.za / or WhatsApp 0848039987).  

Acknowledgements: The Raptor Guide (2009) by  Ulrich Oberprieler and Burger Cillie. / Envirokids (Wessa) Vol. 29, no. 4, Nov 2008.  
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READERS’ PICTURES 

During the June/July holidays, Zoë Lunau-Johns’ family visited Kruger National Park and also  various places 

in KwaZulu Natal, and she has responded to our call for holiday and raptor photographs. These are just a few 

of her many photographs! 
This soaring male Bateleur was photographed by Zoë in 

KNP. Notice the very short tail of this large raptor. It rocks 

from side to side as it flies, hence the name ’Bateleur’ which 

means ’tightrope walker’.  

Five of our young readers 

have had the privilege of 

seeing and being able to 

photograph rare or vagrant 

birds. Some of their photos 

have appeared in Trevor 

Hardaker’s Rare Bird Report. 

A RARITY is a bird very 

seldom seen in a place. A VAGRANT is a VERY rare bird that is 

outside its normal distribution range. A TWITCH is when 

birders go to a place to see a rarity or vagrant that another 

birder has found.  

Zoë Lunau-Johns (14) reported that ... 

While on holiday, she and her dad 
heard that a Lesser Whitethroat had 
been spotted in Marloth Park  (near 
KNP) where they happened to be 
staying. Naturally they rushed to join 
the twitch. Some very helpful birders 
already there helped them locate the 
bird and Zoë was able to get her record 
photo of this  bird which has never 
before been recorded in Southern 
Africa. What a mega tick! 

Zoë took this amazing sequence of an adult 

Fish Eagle flying with another raptor, perhaps 

a juvenile. Was it ‘flying school’? They seemed 

to be in perfect sync - and then something 

went wrong! This interaction was 

photographed at Bluff Nature Reserve in 

Durban. 

The African Cuckoo-Hawk 

was one of Zoë’s favourite 

raptors on her trip . This bird 

was in the Umkhuze Wetlands 

very close to Isimangaliso 

Wetlands Park in KZN. It is a 

small to medium size raptor 

that eats mostly insects, 

although it may occasionally 

eat lizards, very small mammals and snakes. 
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Oliver Main (12) reports …    On the 6th July this year, during my holiday, I saw a Fairy Flycatcher at my 
Mom's work on a farm in Kuils River. A few months prior to this, I thought that I had seen one there in an 

Acacia, but, as we were driving out, I did not get a good look and wasn't 
convinced  that it was one. But this time there was no mistaking it, 
perched on top of a large shrub. I immediately took a photo, then ran 
back to the office to call a colleague of my Mom's, who is a great and 
knowledgeable birder. When we went back to the spot, it had 
disappeared! I looked around and eventually spotted it again, in an 
Acacia. I am sure it is the same one that I had seen a few months 
previously. I was really excited to have seen it, and taken a photo. It was 
featured in the SA Rare Bird alert the following week too! 

 

 

Adam Buckham  (15) reports …    The Ross’s Turaco at Taranga Lodge in Namibia has been the only 
“twitchable” Ross’s Turaco in Southern Africa. It is a very rare bird to see in the subregion and certainly a good 
bird to see just about anywhere. My family went on a Road Trip around Namibia and we made sure to stop at 

Taranga to visit the famous Ross’s Turaco. My dad and I sat at the bird hide 
where it had been seen regularly, and after about an hour and a half, a 
large bird flew in from the right. We slowly lifted our binoculars and, to our 
excitement, it was a big purple bird with a yellow face and a red hairstyle. 
We would’ve made a lot of noise in excitement had it not been for the bird 
sitting in the tree above us. Just to add to the sighting, it came down from 
the tree and had a drink at the bird bath which gave us a nice opportunity 
for some photographs. It was certainly one of my best birding moments. 

Ro’ees van der Speck (18) writes about his first BIG twitch …. 

On the morning of 2 January 2021 at 08h30, Mr. G Reinhardt sent 
me a message saying that the Sooty Gull had rocked up at Kei 
Mouth. By 09h15 we were on our way and drove down to 
Queenstown the first night. The following morning we drove to see 
the Sooty Gull, which we saw 30 minutes after arrival because we 
had to take the ferry across the mouth. We did some birding in the 
pentad and, later that afternoon, when we were enjoying views of 
the Sooty Gull, a Mangrove Kingfisher flew right past us. Later, I 
added Broad-billed Sandpiper to my life-list. I managed to see 192 
species during the course of the 4 days we were there. It was a thrilling first big twitch! 

Aadam Abdullah (18) reports on two twitches he went on … 

1. Lesser Noddy, seen at Strand Beach on 10th 
April. It was the first record for the Western 
Cape and was also the biggest twitch I've been 
to so far. There were so many people there to 
see it.  

2. Blue-cheeked Bee-eaters at Zeekoevlei on 
16th January. Blue-cheeked Bee-Eaters are seldom seen  in the Peninsula 

area! Bee-eaters are one of my favourite bird families and it was really cool  to see them so close to home.  


