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 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 
May 2022   Issue No. 14 

KNOW THE BIRDS IN YOUR GARDEN OR BACKYARD 

We continue looking at birds we might see in our Cape Town gardens or yards. This month we 

are looking at three special seed-eaters with their conical beaks — special because one of 

them (the Pin-tailed Whydah) parasitizes the others  (the tiny waxbills) by laying its eggs in 

their nests. Common Waxbills are the most common host species of the Pin-tailed Whydahs. 

COMMON WAXBILL 
Look at the beak of this tiny greyish-brown 
bird. You can see that it is cone-shaped, so 
that tells us its diet is mostly seeds. 

The male and female Common Waxbills 
look the same. This means they are NOT 
sexually dimorphic. Young birds look very 
much like adults with three exceptions: 
the bill is blackish rather than red, their 
overall colour is a duller grey and they 
have less distinct barring.  

Common Waxbills are gregarious (found in 
groups) in gardens, in long grasses or on 
twiggy shrubs at the edges of fields, 
usually fairly near to running water or 
wetlands.  
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When breeding, these birds may be seen in small family groups or male-female pairs. At other times 
they gather in bigger flocks to forage (hunt for food). At night, Common Waxbills use communal 
roosts, sites where they all rest together in reeds or bushes. Each male-female pair works together 
to build their own pear-shaped nest on or just above the ground. Many pairs will also build a fake 
nest on top of their real nest, perhaps to confuse potential predators. 

In addition to raising their own young, Common Waxbills often take on the role of surrogate 
parents, whether they like it or not. They are the most common host species of choice for the Pin-
tailed Whydah, which is a brood parasite. (More about these later.) 
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The SWEE WAXBILL, an attractive and dainty bird, is easily recognized as a waxbill. It is doubtful that 

you will find Swee Waxbills in your garden but you will probably see them when you visit Kirstenbosch 

Gardens. What is interesting is that Swee Waxbills are sexually dimorphic - the male and female look 

different when in breeding colours. 

The PIN-TAILED WHYDAH is a brood parasite. The male in both his breeding plumage and non-

breeding plumage is a very striking bird. In non-breeding plumage the male and female look pretty much 

the same except that he retains a reddish beak and her beak is black. The male has  many ‘wives’ and 

protects them fiercely in breeding season (August to November). He is a bully at your seed feeder, chasing 

the other birds away! The female  Pin-tailed Whydah, after mating, will look for the nest of  a Common 

Waxbill. She will throw out one of her host’s eggs to make room for her own egg that she lays alongside the 

host’s remaining ones. The host birds feed  the young whydah chick until it is old enough to fend for itself.  

MALE in breeding plumage 

MALE in non-breeding plumage 

Swee Waxbills hang around near the edges of forests and in thick bush near to streams. They eat the soft 

growing grasses, grass seeds and small insects. When you hear them call you will know why they are called 

Swee Waxbills because the sound they make is ‘swee-swee’, or, when alarmed, a sharper “tzwee”. 

 

Zoë Lunau-Johns 

FEMALE 

Grey head & face 

The FEMALE looks similar to non-breeding male but 

her bill is black. She is also a little larger than he is. 
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Daryl de Beer Derek Longrigg 

Zoë Lunau-Johns 
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Saliha with her mother. 

 

First drawn correct entry 
belonged to Saliha Appleby  
She won the R300 prize.  
Congratulations, Saliha! 

Second-drawn correct entry 
was from Jordan van der 

Rheede (Floreat Enviro Club) 
Jordan with his book 

Answers: Across: 1. RUMP;   
3. FLUSH;  6. DIFFERENT;   
7. PASSERINES;  
9. ANISODACTYL;  10. WHITE;  
12. PARASITES; 15. COMMON 
CUCKOO.   
Down: 2.MOSSIE;   4. HOST;   
5. KIRSTENBOSCH;  8. ALIEN;   
10. BLACK;  12. PROBE;   
13. RARITY;  14. SEEDS 

WINNERS MARCH CROSSWORD PUZZLE  COMPETITION 
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Enter and 
Win! 

R300  
to first-drawn correct 

entry 
Second prize = book 
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WHATSAPP your entry to Tel: 084 803 9987 or E-MAIL to pbeeton@mweb.co.za 

REMEMBER TO INCLUDE YOUR NAME AND A CONTACT NUMBER / E-MAIL 


