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 KNOW THE BIRDS IN YOUR GARDEN OR BACKYARD 

 

 

 

  

 

 

BILLS OR BEAKS OF SOME COMMON GARDEN BIRDS 

 

SEED-EATING 
Conical shape. Strong, short, 
thick bills. 
Helps seed-eaters like 
sparrows and canaries crack 
open seeds and nutshells 
 

 
 

PROBING 
Long curved bill.  Used for 
probing the ground looking for 
worms and insects 
 

 

INSECT-EATING 
Long, narrow, straight and 
strong bill. Allows insect-
eaters, like flycatchers, to 
catch soft-bodied insects. 

 

NECTAR-FEEDERS 
Very long and slender beak 
which may be slightly curved.  
Helps nectar-feeders like 
sunbirds and sugarbirds to drink 
liquid out of flowers and feeders 
 

 

OMNIVOROUS 
Stout, hooked bill.  Stronger 
beak more suited to a more 
carnivorous diet like that of 
shrikes 
 

Birds’ bills or beaks vary a great deal but they are 
usually adapted to what the bird eats. In this 
table we see a variety of specialized bills among 
garden birds.  

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

BIRDING BUZZ 
March 2022   Issue No. 12 

  
  
  
  

Last month we looked at Kirstenbosch Gardens as a great birding destination. Many of the birds one finds there 

are birds you might find in your own garden. It thus seems that we need to cover some of the more common 

garden birds in the next few issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We are going to first look at passerines or perching birds that we commonly see in our 

gardens. More than a half of all bird species are passerines. They are also known as ‘songbirds’ 

and are distinguished from other bird species by the arrangement of their toes – three toes 

pointing forwards and one toe pointing backwards. This toe arrangement is called anisodactyl 

and it helps them to perch in trees. Look in the box on the next page for information about this. 

Passerines are the smaller birds near the back of most bird books. In later issues we will look at 

birds in our gardens that are non-passerines – like Hadada Ibises and pigeons. 
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CAPE SPARROW                                  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

IMPORTANT NOTE: The types of birds we have in our gardens or backyards also depend on what the habitat 

is in the garden. In Cape Town this can depend on where you live: close to the mountain where there are 

lots of trees and shrubs, or further from the mountain on the Cape Flats where it is drier and sandier with 

more scrub-like vegetation. Being close to the sea or a river also makes a difference. 

CAN YOU TELL THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THESE SPARROWS? 
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HOUSE SPARROW  

ANISODACTYL. The word “aniso” means ‘different 

lengths’. The word “dactyl” means ‘toes’. Hence the 

whole word means ‘toes of different lengths”. Can 

you see that in the photo? The rear toe often curves 

forward, which makes this kind of foot ideal for 

grasping twigs and branches.  

Some passerines prefer to walk on the ground – but 

their feet still have three toes pointing forward and 

one pointing backwards. 

MALE FEMALE 

Cone-shaped 

bill 

Head black with 

white ”C” Head grey 

with white 

“C” 

Bolder colours 

and markings 

Because of 

her grey 

head, female 

often 

confused with 

species below 

MALE FEMALE 

Markings 

and 

colours 

less bold 

Conical 

beak 

Grey head 

with dark 

brown stripe 

Grey head and white 

and dark grey eye 

stripe 

White cheek 

Sparrows 

are found 

everywhere. 

The House 

Sparrow, 

particularly, 

likes to be 

near people 

and houses. 

An introduced species 

Indigenous  
Note the male and female look different (sexually 

DIMORPHIC) 

 

Lesley Bust 

Lynette de Beer Mike Buckham 

Sparrow Photos from Bird Gallery:  www.capebirdclub.org 
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The Greenbelt in Constantia and Bergvliet is a very popular place with walkers, joggers and 
cyclists. During the lockdown and restrictions of the past two years, many people discovered 
these forested areas and open meadows on their doorstep. My favourite Greenbelt trails are 
Bel Ombre Meadow, Diep River Trail and Grootboschkloof. These routes are also good sites for 
raptors, woodpeckers and sunbirds, as well as less common birds.  

In early January this year, a local rarity was discovered in Bel Ombre Meadow, off Rathfelder 
Avenue. This was a Common Cuckoo (a migrant from Europe), which is normally not found in 
the Western Cape.  Keen birders descended on this small, quiet piece of woodland, to try to see 
this very secretive bird, often deep in the trees. It was more difficult to find because, when it is 
in Africa, it does not call at all. It would sit silently on a branch, sometimes flying from one 
branch to the next. 

Three of our Birding Buzz readers were lucky enough to see it before it disappeared in early 
February. Photos by Ethan Vleggaar and Zoë Lunau-Johns are shown, below. Alexi Zannos also 
managed to spot it after a wait of over an hour, when another birder pointed it out after seeing 
it fly across the path.  

The three birders also enjoyed watching a very engaging owl chick which was already able to 
fly. It hatched in a huge pine tree in the meadow in December last year. Maybe you will be able 
to see the owls and the resident Black Sparrowhawk if you visit Bel Ombre yourself.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

News about a local RARITY seen by some of our readers 

At Bel Ombre Meadow, in January 2022 by Penny Dichmont 

Common Cuckoo 

at Bel Ombre 

Meadow  (Photo 

by Ethan 

Vleggaar, left, 

and Zoë Lunau-

Johns, right) 

  

left). Spotted 

Eagle-owl chick, 

Bel Ombre  ( 

 

Spotted Eagle-

Owl chick 

(Photos by Zoë 

Lunau-Johns, 

left, and Ethan 

Vleggaar, right) 

 

 

The tips of the tail feathers of the cuckoo on the right show its rufous (reddish brown) colour. The 

bird is a more unusual, reddish form, called a hepatic morph. 
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R300  
to first-drawn correct 

entry 
Second prize = book 

PLEASE SEND YOUR COMPLETED ENTRY - SCANNED OR PHOTOGRAPHED 

– TO e-mail: pbeeton@mweb.co.za  OR  WhatsApp: 084 803 9987 

Enter today! 

CLOSING 

DATE is 

Friday 22 

APRIL 

2022 

BIRDING BUZZ MARCH 2022 CROSSWORD COMPETITION 

Complete this crossword, then scan or photograph it and submit – see details  

at foot of page. Please remember to add your full name and age. 

mailto:pbeeton@mweb.co.za

