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BIRDING BUZZ 
September 2021   Issue No. 8 

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 DIVERSITY 
Raptors are found in most habitats—mountains, deserts, wetlands, forests and grasslands. Each group of raptors 
differs in its general behaviour and body features. 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. In this issue we will 
look at some of the larger raptors, and in the October and November issues we will look at buzzards, goshawks, 
sparrowhawks and African Harrier Hawks as well as kites, falcons and kestrels and owls. 

We also invite readers to submit their raptor photographs over the next few months (to  
chairman@capebirdclub.org.za / or WhatsApp 0848039987).  

SECRETARYBIRDS are very large raptors with very long legs. Although, 

from a distance, they might be confused with a tall heron, their hooked bills 
distinguish them as raptors. They prefer open veld where they can be seen 
striding along, usually alone or in pairs, in search of prey. Their prey may be 
insects, like grasshoppers, locusts and beetles. They also hunt for snakes which 
they stomp to death with their short thick toes. Why is it called a Secretarybird?  
Many years ago secretaries wrote with quill pens made of flight feathers, which 
they tucked behind their ears to keep them handy. Secretarybirds have a crest of 
long feathers on their head which look like the quill pens of olden times. 
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FISH-EATERS like African Fish Eagles and Western Ospreys, although not related to each other, are 

large raptors that specialize in catching fish,  and are therefore always found near fresh water and lagoons. 
Ospreys are smaller than African Fish-Eagles but have slightly longer tails. Both have broad powerful wings to 
enable them to lift heavy fish out of the water. Their fish-catching techniques, 
however, differ. African Fish-Eagles swoop from a perch such as a tree and fly 

near the surface of the water to grab the fish from 
just below the surface with their feet. Ospreys 
hover and then plunge-dive deeper into the water, 
feet first, for a fish. Interesting is that ospreys 
always carry their prey with the head pointing 
forward. Western Ospreys are migrants seen here 
only in  summer. African Fish Eagles are seen all 
year and are relatively abundant in the Cape 
Peninsula. Both Western Ospreys and African Fish-
Eagles have bare lower legs. 
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Photograph by Ingrid (of Call of the 

Wild Camps) 

 

 

 

 

 

VULTURES are very large birds which are mostly scavengers, preferring to find dead prey  (carrion / rotting 

meat) killed by another animal. These birds are known as  ‘nature’s garbage disposers’ or 'nature's clean-up crew', 
because they  keep the environment clean of rotting meat, so preventing the spread of disease to humans and 
animals. Vultures often have downy feathered or bald heads so that they can stick them into carcasses to feed. 
Vultures spend a lot of time soaring, looking down at the ground for food—hence their very long and broad wings 
with long ‘fingers’ at the tips. They also tend to watch one another, and if one drops down to feed, the rest follow. 
Their beaks are very strong for tearing flesh. There are nine kinds of vulture in Southern Africa  but, in the 

Western Cape, you are most likely only to see the Cape Vulture, and then not near Cape Town. Cape Vultures 

prefer mountainous country and open veld. There is a colony of breeding Cape Vultures at De Hoop Nature 
Reserve in the Southern Cape, where they have built their nests—a platform of sticks and brush, lined with grass 
and leaves—on the edges of the cliffs  of the Potberg Mountain. It is 

the Western Cape’s last 
surviving colony of these 
endangered birds. 

 

EAGLES are medium to very large raptors. The legs of eagles are covered with feathers to their toes, as if 

they are wearing trousers. This is what immediately distinguishes them from similar birds of prey. They are 
powerful and aggressive hunters that prey on small mammals, birds and reptiles. Although they may search 
for prey from a perch, they more often hunt while soaring effortlessly on their 
broad wings. We usually see  just three eagles in the Western Cape.  

1.) The Verreaux’s (Black) Eagle adult is a very large black bird with a white ‘V’ 

on its back and pale patches on the outer wings— only visible when it is flying with 
wings outstretched. They love the mountains. They require large territories but have 
occasionally been seen in Silvermine Nature Reserve and on Table Mountain. Their 

nest is a platform of sticks built often on the ledge of a 
cliff. Their food is mostly dassies. 

2.) The Booted Eagle is medium-sized and is South 

Africa’s smallest eagle. They are common in the Karoo and 
fynbos, and can often be seen hunting on the wing. There 
are pale and dark forms (morphs)  of the bird but both 
have the characteristic ‘landing lights’  made by the broad 
pale band across the top of the upper wing, seen in the 
photo on the left. 

3.) The Martial Eagle  is the largest of the African eagles. 

The female (as with most birds of prey) is larger than the 
male.  These birds are seldom found in the South Western 

Cape, but more often near the Cedarberg Mountains and northwards, and further 
eastwards. Their nests are built in trees. They spend much of their time in flight, and 
are usually seen soaring above hill slopes, often at a very great height, making them 
almost invisible to the naked eye. Martial Eagles are known for their superior eyesight 
and are able to spot potential prey from a very great distance.   

David Irving (E-bird) 
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Notice the pale colour of the Cape Vulture 

seen from below when soaring in the sky. 

Also  note the broad wings for soaring. 
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In the August issue we showed some of Zoë’s raptor bird photos. She also shared some other very interesting 

photos of other kinds of predators and other birds she encountered during her holiday.  

Here is a magnificent 
leopard Zoë first saw 
skulking, well 
camouflaged, 
through the long 
grass .  

Speaking of camouflage, are you 
able to spot this nightjar in this 

photo (taken at Hazyview)? Spot the Red-billed Oxpecker on 
the back of this zebra seen in 

Umkhuze. Apparently, when a 
raptor flies overhead, the 

oxpecker moves onto the dark 
lines of the zebra where it is, 
hopefully, less visible to the 

predator. 

This lion was 
really close to 

the car.   

 

Important—please note 

Aristea Quiz has been POSTPONED. You will be informed when a new date has been set. 

Winners of the Birds of Prey Crossword Competition in the July issue of Birding Buzz: 

 

 

 

 

 

Answers: Across: 5. avian, 7. nocturnal, 9. vanes, 10. migrate, 12. vultures, 15. barring, 16. raptor, 18. 

endemic, 19. owl 

Down: 1. cainism, 2. gymnogene, 3. kaalwangvalk, 4. facial, 6. quill, 8. solitary, 10. martial, 11. talons, 13. nape, 14. prey, 17. red 

R300 prize goes  to Amber 

Hardie (left) and Leia 

Blohm (right) of Call of the 

Wild Camps (first-drawn 

correct entry) 

Book prize to  Maya Hansen 

(second-drawn correct entry) 
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COMPETITION! 
Send answers before  

30th September 


