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BIRDING BUZZ 
November 2021   Issue No. 10 

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 continued 
In this issue we complete our raptor series. We will be looking at kites, falcons and kestrels, as well 
as owls. We will be concentrating largely on the species you are most likely to see in or near Cape 
Town. 

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

Mike Buckham  

The KITE family includes a variety of small- to medium-sized raptors which all have long wings 

compared to their body size. They are excellent and agile flyers. The long wings give them speed  and 
they use their tails for making quick changes in direction. 

YELLOW-BILLED KITES  are intra-African migrants. This means that, in our winter, they move 

further north within the continent of Africa to where it is warmer. They 
return to the South Western Cape in September / October for our 
summer. They are opportunistic feeders, eating whatever they can find 
such as rats, snakes, fish, frogs and even roadkill and carrion, but their 
favourite food is termites and other insects. It is a wonderful sight to see 
them swirling and swooping in flocks when 
there is a termite eruption after rain. They 
are dark-brown birds, their most distinctive 
feature being their forked tail (the only 
raptor with a forked tail) and bright yellow 
beak. Their name is often abbreviated to YBK. 

Please note that there will be no issues of Birding Buzz sent to you in December or January. This is because 
many of our readers are reached via their schools—and, of course, everyone will be away on the long 
summer holidays!  

Please do send us a few of your best holiday photographs, especially of special birds you have seen! 

Mike Buckham 
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Photograph by Ingrid (of Call of the 

Wild Camps) 
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Otto Schmidt 

FALCONS and KESTRELS are smallish raptors with long, sharp pointy wings and long tails. They all 

have a “notch” in the upper beak which helps kill prey. FALCONS usually catch their prey during a fast 
flight, whereas KESTRELS usually hover above their prey and then swoop to catch it. Females are usually 

larger than males. 

The PEREGRINE FALCON is the world’s fastest bird. It 

is a specialist bird-killer, killing birds like swifts, starlings and 
doves. It can reach a speed of 389 km/h when diving 
(stooping) for prey. It is a small but powerfully built 
raptor with dark upperparts and a white chest marked 
with fine rufous bars. The black forehead and crown, 
with the broad moustachial stripes, make it look as if it 
is wearing a “hangman’s hood”.  It stoops at its prey either from a high perch or 

from soaring flight and kills it, either on impact or by biting the back of its neck. 

BLACK-WINGED KITE (The name was changed from Black-shouldered Kite 

so that it was not confused with an Australian bird 
of that name.) It is a small raptor and an interesting 
fact is that it eats more in relation to its size than 
any other raptor. It needs to consume up to 25% of 
its body mass every day—about two mice. They are 
often seen sitting on telephone poles alongside the 
road or hovering in one spot above an area looking 
for prey. It is a white and grey bird with black 
shoulder pads. The black wing tips are seen when 
the wings are open. The ruby-red eyes are a striking 
feature. 

LANNER FALCONS are sometimes confused with 

Peregrine Falcons, but Lanners have a rufous crown. Their 
upperparts are bluish-grey and the underparts are 
whiteish. Tail feathers are barred and it flies with its tail 
fanned out. The moustachial stripes are well-developed but 
more pointed than in the Peregrine. They are versatile 
hunters and chase their prey (small- to medium-sized birds) in level pursuit. 
They do, however, also sometimes catch prey in spectacular stoops like 

Peregrine Falcons. 

The ROCK KESTREL is a small rufous-coloured bird with a grey streaked head 

(although the streaks are not always visible). Its underparts are also rufous but 
streaked. It has a yellow eye-ring , beak and legs. The tail gives a clue to the 
gender. The female’s tail  is grey  with narrow dark bars, whereas the male’s tail 
is grey with just one broad black bar above the white tip. Rock Kestrels, true to 
their name, prefer habitats with small rocky outcrops and are often seen on 
prominent perches such as poles, dead branches or rocks. They take advantage 
of windy conditions to hover while scanning the ground for prey. They drop 
down by holding the wings above their back. Prey is mostly small mammals, but 
they may also kill small birds, snakes, lizards and insects. 
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The SPOTTED EAGLE OWL is the most frequently seen owl in 

our urban areas. It can be seen in Kirstenbosch Gardens, in our 
various greenbelts and in areas that have lots of trees—in fact, 
almost anywhere except in large flat open areas. It is a large owl, 
mottled grey-brown-white in colour, with 
quite fine barring on the belly. The feet are 
quite small. The face has a round disc-like 
appearance defined by black borders. The 
ear tufts are very prominent (thought to 
help with camouflage when the owl is 
sitting on a branch within the tree canopy.)
The large round eyes are usually bright 
yellow. They nest in forks and hollows in  
trees, or in the abandoned nests of other 

birds and, sometimes, even on the ground.  

They are nocturnal hunters and often, at night, can be seen sitting prominently 
on roof tops and tall poles or trees. They hunt mice and rats, moles, lizards and even insects from their 
perch. During the day they roost under the thick cover of tree canopies or under rocky outcrops (to 
escape being seen by daytime raptors). They can often be heard calling with a deep hooting sound. The 
female’s call is three syllables: Hu hu…...Huuuu. The male’s call is just two syllables: Huu ….Huuuuu. The 
pair can often be heard duetting (calling to each other). It is interesting that pairs remain together for 
life. It is very sad when one of the pair is hit by a car or is poisoned and dies. Only then will the 
remaining bird look for another partner! 

The WESTERN BARN OWL is a pale medium-sized owl with a 

distinct heart-shaped face and black eyes. Its head is round with no ear 
tufts. Its upper parts are mixed golden-buff and grey with white and black 
spots, and its underparts are pale orange-white with dark spots. It is 
found in most habitats except deep forests and it often builds its nest in 
dark places such as old abandoned buildings, barns and caves. It is often 
described as a ‘flying mousetrap’ because most of its prey are rodents. In 
fact, many farmers put up owl nest boxes in their fields and in their barns 
for Western Barn Owls which then control the rodent populations. They 
hunt only from dusk. They do not have good camouflage and would be 
targeted by other raptors if they tried hunting during the day. They hunt 
by gliding low over the ground and even occasionally beat bushes with 
their wings to flush out their prey. They are called “screeching” owls 
because of the noise they make—a mixture of a screech and a hiss. 

OWLS are raptors that have adapted to hunting at night. If you see an owl during the day, it is usually 

perched silently in tall trees. Although they have large eyes and can see exceptionally well in the dark, 
they actually mostly use their ears to pinpoint their prey. Do not be misled to think the tuft on an owl’s 
head are its ears. Their ears are usually lower down, positioned in disc-like depressions on either side of 
the head which have the effect of funneling the sound. It is also interesting that an owl’s ears are at 
different levels on the head which improves their ability to pinpoint where the sound is coming from. 
Most owls’ wing feathers are adapted for silent flight so their prey cannot hear them approaching. 

Zoe Lunau-Johns 
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Aaron van Niekerk:  Holiday Highlights from June-July 2021 

During the holiday, my family and I did a fifteen day road trip. Our first stop was in the Klein Brak 
area and we ended in Kosi Bay, right on the border of Mozambique. My favourite place was the 
game reserve, Thula Thula, well known from the book An Elephant in my 
Kitchen. I loved every moment there. I met the elephants mentioned in the 
book. I saw my first Lappet-faced Vulture, Crowned Eagle and Brown Snake 
Eagle at Thula Thula. I would recommend going to any game reserve in KZN, but 
especially Thula Thula and Rhino River Lodge, as they have beautiful birds AND 
the Big Five.  

Book recommended  

by Aaron 

An autobiography by   

F. Malby-Anthony &  

K. Willemsen 

COMPETITION 
The photographs below show parts of birds that 

have been featured in this and the previous three raptor issues. They each 

highlight an important identifying feature of a raptor. Match the photograph 

with the name of the bird (letter and number).  

RAPTOR BITS AND PIECES 

There are two extra  bird names on this 

list—so you will have two names left over 

at the end! Just send the letter and 

number for each of the 9 birds. 

1. AFRICAN HARRIER HAWK 

2. WESTERN BARN OWL 

3. VERREAUX’S (BLACK) EAGLE 

4. BLACK-WINGED KITE 

5. LANNER FALCON 

6. WESTERN OSPREY 

7. PEREGRINE FALCON 

8. ROCK KESTREL 

9. SECRETARYBIRD 

10. SPOTTED EAGLE OWL 

11. YELLOW-BILLED KITE 

Send answers before  
29th NOVEMBER 

Send your answers by e-mail to  Chairman@capebirdclub.org.za  or by WhatsApp to Priscilla 
Beeton: Cell no. 084 803 9987.  Remember— include your name. Please work on your own. 

https://www.loot.co.za/search?by=%22Francoise%20Malby-Anthony%22
https://www.loot.co.za/search?by=%22Katja%20Willemsen%22

