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BIRDING BUZZ 
October 2021   Issue No. 9 

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. In this issue we will look at buzzards, goshawks and sparrowhawks. In the next issue 
we will cover kites, falcons and kestrels as well as owls. 

We also invite readers to submit their raptor photographs over the next few months (to  
chairman@capebirdclub.org.za / or WhatsApp 0848039987). Perhaps some of you saw the very rare Crested 
Honey Buzzard in Somerset West in January this year and can share a photo and story about that sighting! 

BUZZARDS are not as big as eagles. Their lower legs do not have feathers. 

In Cape Town we have Jackal Buzzards, Common (Steppe) Buzzards, Forest Buzzards and Honey Buzzards. People often 
report seeing ‘Mystery’ or ‘Cape Buzzards’ near Table Mountain and Constantia. The experts are still unsure whether these 
are the result of cross-breeding between Forest and Common Buzzards. In buzzard species, juveniles of the different species 
are quite hard to tell apart until they start getting their adult plumages. We are going to look at the differences between the 
adults, and it is up to you to read more about these birds in your field guides and other bird books. 

Mike Buckham  

 

JACKAL BUZZARDS are found all year round. (They are 

resident..) They have a distinct 

rufous (reddish) chest and tail 

feathers. Their underwings are 

black and white and their belly 

barred. They may soar high on 

thermals, surveying the ground 

but most hunting is done from a 

perch. Their prey is small 

rodents, mammals, reptiles 

and insects and small birds. 

They breed in winter and 

during this time can often be 

heard calling  - a high-

pitched yelping sound rather 

like a black-backed jackal’s 

sound; hence their name. 

COMMON BUZZARDS  used to be called Steppe Buzzards 

because they breed on 

the Steppes of Russia. 

We only see them in our 

summer. They migrate 

south during the freezing 

northern winter. They, 

with other migrant 

species, arrive in South 

Africa around this time—which is why World Migratory Birds 

Day is celebrated this month (see page 3). Their colour varies 

from light brown to almost black, with whitish secondary wing 

feathers. The underparts are streaked and the flanks are 

barred. Hunting is usually from a perch, their prey being small 

rodents and insects  such as termites, caterpillars and beetles. 

They may also eat little birds, snakes and frogs. Red tail 
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Photograph by Ingrid (of Call of the 

Wild Camps) 
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GOSHAWKS AND SPARROWHAWKS are small to medium-sized raptors with relatively short wings and long tails 

which enable them to change direction quickly when flying through the forest canopy which is where they like to live.  Gos-

hawks are happy to feed on small birds but also feed on other small prey. Sparrowhawks tend to prey mostly on birds.  It is 

possible to see sparrowhawks in many places in Cape Town: Tokai Forest, Rondebosch Common, Constantia Greenbelts and 

Kirstenbosch Gardens amongst others.  

The AFRICAN HARRIER HAWK was covered in detail in the July edition of Birding Buzz. Please refer 

to that description. 

The AFRICAN GOSHAWK, secretive and seldom seen when perched, is a small to medium-sized 

raptor which prefers forest and woodland habitat and also tree-filled gardens. Most often it is seen 

in its early morning display when it circles the forest canopy, calling its distinctive high-pitched call, 

‘chip, chip’, every couple of seconds. The female is larger than the male and also darker in colour. 

The white underparts are completely barred—rufous in males and brown in females. It hunts its prey 

from its hiding-place in a tree and grasps it with its claws. The yellow eyes may look dark. Its legs are 

yellow.  

EUROPEAN HONEY BUZZARDS, more rarely seen,  may sometimes be confused with Common 

Buzzards. If, however, you see a buzzard-like bird with rather different markings (they vary 

greatly, from having a barred breast, dark breast or almost white breast), note the body size and 

head.  The European Honey Buzzard has a more slender body and 

a small pigeon-like head and bill. It also has dark patches on the 

“wrists” and three distinct bars (stripes) on the tail, one broad and 

two narrow. As the name suggests, they eat bees, wasps and their 

larvae. They have small strong feathers 

around their eyes to protect them from 

stings. They like tree plantations. 

FOREST BUZZARDS also look a lot like Common Buzzards except that 

their lower breasts and bellies have a lot more white with just a few 

blotches. They live in or on the edges of forests—largely resident although 

they may move locally in search of food. Thus they are here are all year 

round whereas Common Buzzards, being migrants, are only seen in our 

summers. 

HARRIERS are medium-sized raptors with long narrow wings and long tails. Their 

pointed wings give them great manoeuvrability which enables them to fly low over the 

vegetation and change direction quickly if they spot prey below. 

You may see an AFRICAN MARSH HARRIER at False Bay Nature Reserve (especially Rondevlei 

and the Strandfontein Birding area) as it quarters (flying low back and forth, hunting prey) above 

the vegetation in  the marshy wetland areas and nearby fields. It is dark above and has a rufous 

belly and leggings. The tail and flight feathers are boldly barred. Its 

prey consists of small rodents, small birds up 

to the size of a small duck and 

also bird eggs that it finds in 

nests, as well as snakes, frogs and dead fish. 

BLACK HARRIERS are found in drier (arid) areas including 

fynbos, grassland and Karoo semi-desert. Their plumage is 

largely black but they are easily identified when flying, by the 

white rump and very marked bars on the tail and a bright yellow 

eye. A good place to see these birds is near or in the West Coast 

National Park. 
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Important—please note NEW DATE FOR ARISTEA QUIZ: Saturday morning, 13th 

November 2021. Details will be sent to you as soon as we have them! Keep the 

morning free. It is a really fun event! 

Winners of the Raptor Trivia Quiz Competition in the September issue 

of Birding Buzz: 

 

 

 

 

 

Answers:  1A, C & D;   2B;   3B;   4D;   5D;   6D;   7B;   8A,B or C;   9A & C; 10A. 

Another holiday photo.  

This is Aaron van Niekerk up close to 

an elephant—taken during a trip to 

the Thula Thula Game Reserve. 

Visiting this Reserve was a highlight 

of his trip to KZN. 

9th October 2021 is INTERNATIONAL BIRD MIGRATORY DAY. On this day we celebrate the 

amazing feats of the many migratory birds who make incredible journeys twice a year, every year, 

from the northern hemisphere, where they breed, to the south (in our summer) to escape the ex-

treme cold of the northern winters and to find food. Then they fly back again to their breeding 

grounds. Unfortunately, many of the migrant bird populations are in decline as they face many 

threats as they fly these vast distances. These include habitat loss and degradation as a result of 

urbanization, infrastructure development and agricultural expansion along the route. In some coun-

tries they fly over, they are hunted. Global warming is also affecting their food sources such as in-

sects which are diminishing in numbers. They fly along the same routes  each year, called flyways.  

[Definition: A flyway is a flight path used by large numbers of birds while migrating between their 

African-Eurasian flyway poster 

 

Book prize goes 
to  Timothy 

Cohen (second-
drawn correct 

entry) 

R300 prize goes  
to Oliver Main 
(first-drawn 
correct entry) 

Examples: Bar-tailed Godwits go on a nine day non-stop flight, flying over 11 000 kilometres without feeding or resting, while Arctic 

Terns undertake annual record-breaking trips, covering around 90 000 kilometres, from pole to pole, in search of the summer sun-

light.  Barn Swallows may fly all the way from England, European Honey Buzzards from Europe, and Common Buzzards from Asia. 

The RUFOUS-CHESTED SPARROWHAWK’S preferred habitat is forest patches and plantations and 

they like to hunt over nearby fynbos and open areas. The upperparts are dark grey in males, browner in 

females and the underparts are rufous. The eyes, cere and legs are yellow. 

There are four black bars on its long tail. When it sees prey, it will chase it 

in a fast dash, catching it in flight or forcing it to the ground.  Sometimes it 

also strikes from a well-hidden perch.  

BLACK SPARROWHAWKS tend to prefer well-concealed perches in the 

forest canopy.  The upper parts are black and the underparts white,  with 

bold, black barring on the flanks. The eye is deep-red and the cere and 

legs yellow. In Cape Town we often see the melanistic (dark) form where the underparts are mostly 

black with just a few white patches, including a white patch on the throat. It also makes use of cover 

to surprise its prey (mostly birds) and will often chase it long distances. 
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One of our Birding Buzz families shared 
that they found in their garden a baby bird 
that could not yet fly. Unable to find either 
nest or parent birds, they realized they 
would be the ones looking after the baby 
bird. They put it into a bird cage to keep it 
safe from their pets, then visited their vet 
who told them exactly how and what to 
feed it.  

They put the cage on their 
veranda—and what happened?  The 
parent birds arrived and started 
feeding their baby through the bars 
of the cage.  

They fed their 
baby until it 
had enough 
feathers to 
enable it to 
learn to fly. It 
was then 
released into 
the full care of 
the parents—
and the story 
ended with the 
little bird family 
living “happily 
ever after”!   

The most important thing to remember is that 

A BABY BIRD’S BEST CHANCE OF SURVIVAL IS WITH ITS OWN MOTHER!  


