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X. APPENDICES - FAUNA and FLORA

Appendix Xb9. Potberg vultures (archival)

THE POSITION OF THE
POTBERG VULTURES

The Cape wvulture Gyps coprotheres is
endemic (confined) to southern Africa; its
range formerly encompassed the whole of
South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland to-
gether with the southern parts of South
West Africa/Namibia, Botswana and Zim-
babwe. Its numbers have declinec dra-
matically over most of its range in recent
years and it is "retreating rapidly from the
voracious exploltation of the southern Af-
rican subcontinent by an ambitious, ener-
getic, profit-seeking society thrust into
the spotlight of glabal politics; . {John
Ledger, Vulture Nows No. 7, March 1982).
t is classed as "vulnerable” in “The rare
and vulnerable birds of South Africa” (by
R.K. Brooke, 'n press). It is estimated that
there may be just over 2 000 breeding
pairs of this species left

In the Cape Province of South Africa,
the status of the Cape vullure is giving
particular cause for concern. André Bo-
shofi of the Cape Department of Nature
an¢ Environmental Conservation and Carl
Vernen of the East London Museum listed
the 13 known active vulture sites in the
prevince in Vulture News No. 6, Septem-
ber 1881, Of these 13, nine are roosts and
only four are breeding colonies. Two of
the breeding colonies, at Balloch and
Karrngmelkspruit, are situated in the wild
mountainous terrain of the eastern Cape,
in the foothills of the Drakensberg. The
other two are in the south-west Cape, al
Potberg in the De Hoop Nature Reserve,
and 'n the Langeberg Mountains near the
Gouritz River; the latter site is considered
to be a satellite of the Potberg nucleus
colony.

The Potberg/Langeberg vulture popula-
tion survives precariously, and certainly at
the whim of man. All it needs is for one
farmer to poison a group of feeding vul-
lures n this area, or for some act of gross
environmental disturbance to be com-
mitted at the roosting/breeding cliffs ana
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we will almest certainly lose the only vul-
tures left in the western Cape. And
another nail will have been hammered
nto the coffin of Gyps coprotheres as a
speces.

It is not easy 1o count all the vultures
belonging to a particular colony, as
groups of birds may be away foraging
when cobservations are mace. Neverthe-
ess counts of varying accuracy have
been made at Potberg for 30-0dc years.
The highesl number seen was 111 in
1972, Alistair Robertson recorced an av-
erage of 55 in 1982/83

Active nests at Potberg since 1974 are
as follows: 1974 - 26; 1975 — 30; 1976 -
19:1977-18: 1978 - 12; 1979 - 13, 1980
- 14; 198t 16; 1982 - 17. There has
been a levelling-off in numbers of nests in
recent years, which is encouraging, but
the results of nesting are not always so
good, as the 1982 season showed.

In 1982 only 17 eggs were laid (Cape
vultures lay only one egg per clutch). Ten
nestlings were obtained from these eggs
bul only seven survived to fledging, three
naving died accicentally (see below).
Three of these seven fledglings have
since been found dead, and although four
could therefore have survived, only one
has been seen recently. In January 1983
an uncontrolied veld fire started in an ad-
jacent farm swept through the vulture kloof
and, as three of the four fledglings have not
been seen since the fire, we may assume
that it contributed to the mortality in the
1982/83 season.

There is a complicating factor here, how-
ever, perhaps not unconnected with the
proposed Armscor “takeover” of the Arnis-
ten/Cape Infanta region. Belween 18 and
21 November 1982, three of the 10 nes-
tlings at Potberg were found 1o be missing
from their nest-ledges. Two were found be-
low the cliffs, one dead, one with broken
legs and a broken wing; the third

was not found and presumably managed
to glide some way from the cliff to die an
unrecorded death.

On 24 November 1982 an Alouette neli-
copter of the S.AAF. flew into and
through the vulture kioof. The wultures
were frightened into leaving the kloof and
some left the kloof area entirely, On 25
November 1982 a helicopter again ap-
proached, but although it did not enter the
kloof, once again the vultures were dis-
lurbed anc flew out of the kloof.

It was later found that helicopters had
been active in the Potberg area for at least
10 days, apparently an preliminary Armscor
surveys. |1 was therefore presumed that
the helicopter(s) had entered the klcof on
at least one occasion before 24 November
and caused the nestlings to panic and 1o
take flight prematurely. For some days af
terwards. the behaviour of the adult vul-
lures was abnormal and they may not
have fed their young adequately (some
nestiings were weighed at this stage and
were found to be below thelr expected
weignts). By 3 December 1982 the total
number of vultures in the kicof was still
20% below normal — a highly unusual
circumstance for the time of year.

The Department of Nature and Environ-
mental Conservation made representa-
tions to the S.A.A.F. and the upshot was
that nature reserves are now marked on
Air Force maps. To their credit, S.AAF.
officers were contrite and sympathetic
and some good certainly seems to have
come oul of this affair, both for the vul-
tures and for other sensitive bird species
n other nature reserves,

Nevertheless, the lesson is clear. Vul-
tures and flying machines do not go well
together. If Armscor is allowed 1o develop
the Arniston/Cape Infanta regicn it is diffi-
cult to be optimistic about the future of the
Potberg vultures.

The public has not yet been told exactly
what Armscor and the S.A, Defence Force
ntend for the area; in any case, no matter
what harmless intentions Armscor has in
the short term, the long-term develop-
ments are what we must fear.

Itis likely that Potberg mountain-top will
be an electronic surveillance position; the
seaward slopes of Potberg will “stop"
wayward missiles which fail to lan¢ on the
designatec¢ "impact zone" on the farm
Elandspad. An airfield capable of handling
Mirage jet fighters and Hercules C130
transports has been projected for the veld
not far west of De Hoop Viel. Helicopters
will be used for commuting, spotting and
ferrying. Trucks, jeeps. ecologically un-
trained and insensitive personnel

None of these activilies are compatible
with the traditional way of life of the Pot-
berg vultures at any time of the year. but
particularly from May to December when
breeding is in progress; if adults vacate a
nest due to disturbance, the eggs and
nestlings are certainly vulnerable to pre-
dation and adverse weather conditions

Is it goodbye 1o the wultures, to the
years of study and conservation effort by
s0 many dedicated people? Must our
brash, garish and tawdry society trample
Sysrdbiog yaderioat?
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THE PRESENT FORAGING AREA OF THE
POTBERG CAPE VULTURES

HE fledgling had landed late the pre-
vious afternoon and gone through its

usual begging behaviour pattern —
screeching hoarsely with its wings shak-
ing gently. It had received some food from
a parent, regurgitated from the day's
feeding, but seemingly was not satisfied
as it continued to shake and call intermit-
tently, One could almost sense the
parents’ irritation.

For its time of dependence was nearly
up. It was 270 days old, 130 days had
passed since it took its first flight, and the
adults were entering the next year's
breeding season. The nest-site, retained
by the parents throughout the breedng
cycle, was being rebuilt and the frequency
of copulations was increasing (see Fig. 1)

Eleven days later, the fleagling was
seen 10 land at the nest when it was ag-
gressively chased off by an attencant
adult. From then on, the fledgling was fully
independent, It was also entering a crucia
stage in its life, as studies of marked birds

lony of Cape vultures (Gyos ¢
in the south-western Cape Province in a
kloof of the Potberg. This mountain is 40
km scuth of Swellendam and 10 km north
of the Indian Ocean, an island of fynbos
vegetation in a sea of intensively culti-
vated farm-lands. It was purchased in
1978 and incorporated into the De Hoep
Provincial Nature Reserve. In the past. the
vultures of Potberg fed on the carcasses
of bontebok and eland, mountain zebra
and hartebeest; today’s Potberg vultures
exist tenuously on the by-products of
sheep-farming. From about 150 years
ago, the indigenous mammals of the re-
gion were replaced by domestic animals
(mainly sheep) and their habitat was con-
verted into wheat-fields and sheep-pas-
tures. As this species of griffon vullure
feeds exclusively on carrion, the Potberg

protneres)

colony is thus forced to rely on domestic
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vultures' food suoply are vastly different
from those of the great natural
ecosystems further north, for example the
Serengeti National Park in East Africa,
where other species of griffons have
been studied. With few exceptions, the
southern African colonies of the Cape
vulture are all strongly man-influenced

In recent years, the numbers of Cape
vultures have dropped dramatically ang
the species is presently the subject of
much conservation attention. The rea-
sons for the decline are much the same
for the different colonies and include
cirect persecution, accidental peisoning,
food shortage, electrocution on power
lines, and calcium shortage. These factors
influence wvulture numbers to varying
degrees in different districts.

The alarming downward trend in vulture
numbers in the Cape Province prompted
the Cape Department of Nature and Envi-
ronmental Conservation to commence a
two-year study of the Potberg colony. The

Karoo, as available evidence suggests that

the two colonies (120 km apart) effectively

form one unit, The aims of the project were:

® to monitor breeding at both colonies,
to provide biclogical data on the
breeding cycle and to establish the
causes of failure in breeding;

e to determine the nature of the current
food supply and the degree to which
this is influenced by such farming
practices as removal or burial of car-
casses;

e to establish the current foraging
range;

e {o stimulate an awareness of the vul-
tures amongst the farming community
and to draw attention to their useful-
ness, their predicament and their sus-
ceptibility to poison

| was appointed to the project by the

Cape Provincial Administration and have

now completed my two-year study of the

Potberg colony. Thanks to the nation-wide

colow-rmqunq s:hgme far % vultures

Figure 1: Parent-offspring conflict in the
Cape vulture. For a number of months
after fledging, the young vullure s still
partially dependent on its parernts for
food. Towards the end of this period,
however, the parents are entenng heir
next breeding cycle. They become lass
tolerant of the fledgling’s demands and.,
in the end, they chase their importunate
offspnng away from the nest, This
photograph aiso dlustrates the colonal
chff-nesting habit of this species, with
tha immediate area around the nes!
constituting a guarded territory. Any In
truder — in this case any vulture not on
the ledge — who lands on the fedge wiil
be chased off by the nearest site occu
pant. Angd indeed, any site occupant
venturing oo close lo another site will
be anacked by its resident vulture

Figure 2: Key o “characters” involved
Nest A The fledging A, head in
crouched position associated
with begging behawviour. Note
colour rings on legs. Ifs parants
A and A, are engaged in copu-
lation
Nest B Sexes visually indistinguishable;
B and B,. The latter has ust ar-
rmved with rniest material and s
busy packing it info the nest
Nest C The fledgling C, perched next o
nest-site. C, and C,, its parents
are beside it
Nest D Two adults, one gacking in nest
material
S, and S, These are perch ponls used
by roosting vultures (8.Q. bird
an S), the whitened rock re-
suiting  from  accumulated
droppings.

Opposite page above: A 9-month-old juve-
nile (note the y brown ts) re-

P

turning from a successful day’s foraging
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A study in living aerodynamics — how long will he rule the skies over the Potberg?

gve some idea of the fragilty of the
colony. It is very likely that a number of
vultures have been accidentally poisoned
by baited carcasses set up to eliminate
white-necked ravens Corvus albicollis
these large crows are considered to be a
pest in the area for their attacks on stock
during lambing, and have been all but
eliminated from the farm-lands.

In comparison with other, larger colo-
nies, breeding success figures for the
Potberg were very low in 1981 ang 1982.
For example, from the 16 eags laid in
1981, only six nestlings fledged, anc from
the 17 laid in 1982 only seven fledged.
Causes of drop-out from the breeding cy-
Cle were varied in both years anc spread
through botn egg and nestling stages; the
most important single factor in 1981 was
the poor weather. The Potberg colony is
the only one which lies in South Africa's
winler rainfall region, and thus the eggs
and nestlings are subjected te the worst
wealher the scuth-western Cape can of
fer. For example, by inhibiting the adults
from flying. poor weather drastically re-

Alrae fluinn tiona amal éhoim sha e ox
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six flecdglings produced in 1981/82, only A
and G, were stil being resighted in the
kloof in December 1982

JUST A MIRAGE?!

With such low recruitment rates and
subsequent survival rates, these birds are
n clear need of aclive conservation ef-
forts, In many respects, the Potberg co-
lony can be regarded as a tesl-case, as s
plight will eventually be repeated at other
colonies located in areas which are pre-
sently under less of a threat from man’s
activities. The Cape Department of Nature
and Environmental Conservation has now
undertaken a very active publicity cam-
paign to win sympathy for the Cape vul-
ture. This first step deserves support if we
are o continue to enjoy the magnificent
sight of free-flying Cape vultures in South
African skies. Or is it jus! a dream .. a
Mirage?
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EDITOR'S NOTE:

Readers interested in vulture conserva-
tion should get in touch with the Sub-
scription Section, the Vulture Study
Group, P.O. Box 4190, 2000 Johannes-
Burg. this group will be only too willing to
relleve the unwary of R10 cheques,
postal orders, or bank-notes in exchange
for a year's subscription o the excellent
litle magazine Vulture News.

We are reminded of the bird of prey
questionnatre sent out by Dr. André Bos-
hoff of the Cape Provincial Administra-
fion to ali Cape farmers in 1976. One
farmer replhed: "The only vulture on my
farrn is the Receiver of Revenue". Which
it turn reminds us that our taxes will be
used (o establish the missile-testing
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