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1. Introduction 

 

This newsletter covers the background of the Southern African Bird Atlas Project, followed by 

the detail of the atlasing done by the U3A Stilbaai Bird Group in the Hessequa area. This is 

followed by an indication of the useful information that is available from the project. Since this is 

the first newsletter, the background and the progress is given in a fair amount of detail.  

 

The project entails the collection of information and a newsletter as this one could easily be 

seen as a boring description of the progress with the collection of data. For the persons 

collecting the atlas data (atlasers) the process is all but boring. Each survey means that the 

atlaser is lucky enough to be out in the field in the wonderful environment of Hessequa and to 

observe birds with focus and purpose. Interested parties often want to know whether we have 

seen something “special” while all species from a sparrow to an eagle must be recorded and are 

thus all special. 

 

Each atlaser could probably name a highlight for each day out but this is not necessarily linked to 

rare or “special” species. Denham’s Bustard is fairly frequently seen, but to see one displaying in 

the breeding season is always a highlight. As is the sighting of eighteen of them from one 

viewpoint spread over the fields, or to count 700 Blue Cranes on one day. Red-billed Queleas 

only recently (during SABAP2) moved into Hessequa and may cause grain farmers serious 

problems in future, but at this stage it is special to see all the colour variants of the species 

sitting next to each other on a fence. A Red-chested Cuckoo is always heard very clearly, but not 

often seen and to get a photo of one is a big bonus. 
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2. Southern African Bird Atlas Project 2 

 

2.1. Background 

The Southern African Bird Atlas Project 2 (SABAP2) that started in 2007 is the most 

important bird conservation project in the region. The motivation is that other conservation 

initiatives are depending on results from SABAP2. The conservation status of a species 

could for example not be determined if you don’t know where it occurs and how that is 

changing. The placement of species on red data lists also rely on data from this project. 

Similarly are decisions on areas and habitat for conservation not possible without this 

information. SABAP2 is preceded by SABAP1 that collected information from 1987 to 1991.  

2.2. Objective of SABAP2 

Die objective of SABAP2 is twofold; firstly the mapping of the distribution of bird species in 

the region; and secondly the monitoring of changes and movement over time. 

2.3. Who collect the data? 

All the surveys are done by volunteers at their own cost. Since the start of the project in 

2007 just less than 2 700 observers (atlasers) contributed to the project, with about 1 000 

active in any specific year. Each atlaser decided where he/she want to atlas (do a survey) 

and atlas as much as they see fit.  

2.4. Geographic unit for surveys 

The geographical unit in which surveys are done is known as a pentad. This is a block of 5 

minutes latitude by 5 minutes longitude and in the Southern Cape this block is about 9.3 km 

(north to south) by 7.3 km (east to west). The co-ordinates of the north western corner of 

the pentad are used as the official number. The pentad in which Riversdale is situated for 

example has the number 3405_2110 and the co-ordinates of the north western corner are 

34 degrees 05 minutes South and 21 degrees 10 minutes East. 

2.5. Protocol for surveys 

Each survey that is submitted is known as a card (from the previous era when paper forms 

where completed and submitted). A protocol was set to ensure meaningful surveys. To 

comply with the protocol for a “full protocol card” a minimum of two hours intensive 

observation is required. It is also preferable that all habitats in the pentad be visited and in 

our area it could take anything between 4 and 8 hours to do a comprehensive survey. A 

maximum of 5 days is allowed to complete a full protocol card after which the card must be 

closed and submitted and only then can the atlaser start with a new card for the pentad. 

Surveys that don’t qualify for a full protocol card can submitted as ad hoc cards. 

2.6. Submission of surveys 

The most popular method to record surveys is on the cell phone app BirdLasser. Each 

observation is keyed in and BirdLasser keeps track in which pentad the atlaser is in, as well 

as all the other conditions of the protocol. When the survey is completed it is submitted by 

the press of a button via the internet to SABAP2, where the pentad lists and species 

distribution information is immediately updated and published on the SABAP2 website. 
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2.7. Results from the project 

The project already contributed hugely to the information about and conservation of birds. 

The distribution maps in older Southern African bird guides were sourced from SABAP1 and 

the newer guides are already using information from SABAP2. The comparison of 

information of SABAP2 with SABAP1 has shown reductions of reporting rates for various 

species and that has led to further research. Appendix 1 has electronic links to a number of 

articles that were published in the electronic journal “Biodiversity Observations”. Part A 

gives more general articles about the project while part B contains links to articles showing 

the changes in distribution for a number of species. 

2.8. Future of the project 

The SABAP2 website indicates that funding has been sourced for the continuation of the 

project for 2018 and 2019 and that this period will be used to obtain additional funding to 

ensure that the project continues into the future. 

 

3. U3A Stilbaai Bird Group 

 

3.1. Short history of the Bird Group 

The Bird Club of Stilbaai has existed since the 1980’s and a core group of the club decided to 

get actively involved in SABAP2 in 2014. The members of the club decided in 2017 to be 

incorporated into the U3A Stilbaai as a Bird Group and since then is known as U3A Stilbaai 

Bird Group. The objective of U3A Stilbaai is to improve the quality of life of people 

of mature age and to encourage the maintenance of intellectual capacity by 

facilitating the sharing of skills through stimulating programmes of learning and 

teaching and the social contacts derived therefrom. More information for U3A 

Stilbaai is available from their website at U3A Stilbaai. 

3.2. Objectives of the Bird Group 

 

The objectives of the group is as follows: 

 Support the Southern African Bird Atlas Project through structured atlasing. 

  Organise bird identification courses: 

o For beginners 

o Advanced courses to train more atlasers. 

 Organise quarterly bird presentations/talks/courses of general interest. 

 Organise bird outings with the aim to improve identification skills. 

 

Any person that is interested is more than welcome to join the Bird Group. 

 

  

http://www.u3astilbaai.org/
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4. Progress with atlasing in Hessequa 

 

4.1. Broad objectives for atlasing by the Bird Group 

 

The Bird Group have decided to atlas the municipal area of Hessequa and have chosen 75 

pentads that covers the area as good as possible. There were a number of pentads where 

access was difficult or where permission for access could not be obtained and they are 

obviously not included. Figure 1 shows the extent of the area. 

 

 
Figure 1: Map of the Hessequa atlas area 

 

The first objective of the Bird Group is in line with SABAP2’s first objective and that is to get 

enough full protocol cards per pentad to ensure good mapping of species. The minimum is 

four cards per pentad, but the more ideal target is eleven cards. With eleven cards the 

opinion is that all species that regularly appears there, should be recorded. 

 

The second objective is to achieve the monitoring requirement of SABAP2 and that is to 

atlas a minimum of one card per pentad, but more if possible. 

 

4.2. Progress from 1 November 2014 to 30 November 2017 

The progress with atlasing in Hessequa is covered in detail in the article Systematic atlasing 

in Hessequa - moving from mapping to monitoring that was published in the electronic 

journal “Biodiversity Observations”. The article received praise from Prof Les Underhill that 

was the manager of the project for many years. His reaction is in Appendix 2 of this 

newsletter. 

The main points of the article are summarised below. 

In the rest of the newsletter the pentads of the Hessequa area are represented 

schematically and the colour codes are the same that is used on the SABAP2 website. In 

each cell representing a pentad the top line shows the unique pentad number, the Bird 

https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/508/558
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/508/558
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Club’s name for the pentad is shown in the second line, and the number of full protocol 

cards in line 3. 

Figure 2 shows the cumulative number of full protocol cards submitted from the start of the 

project in 2007 to the end of October 2014. That was just before the Bird Group started 

atlasing as a group and at that stage 48 pentads were still below the minimum of 4 full 

protocol cards and 15 had only one card. The figure also shows that the pentads at the 

popular holiday resorts in Hessequa were already well covered. 

 

Figure 2: Cumulative full protocol cards to end October 2014 

By the end of November 2017 the cumulative cards have, due to co-ordinated systematic 

atlasing, increased as shown in Figure 3. At this stage all pentads had at least 7 full protocol 

cards with the two quarter degree squares around and above Stilbaai up to at least 11 

cards. 

 

 
Figure 3: Cumulative full protocol cards to end November 2017 
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The Bird Group had, however, not only raised the number of cards far above the minimum 

requirement, but had also achieved the monitoring objective by atlasing each pentad at 

least once in 2015 and 2016. The annual cards for 2015 and 2016 are shown in Figures 4 

and 5 respectively. 

 

 
Figure 4: Full protocol cards submitted for 2015 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Full protocol cards submitted for 2016 

 

At the start of 2017 the Bird Group decided to raise the monitoring objective to two full 

protocol cards for the year for each pentad, and that was achieved as shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Full protocol cards submitted for 2017 up to the end of November 2017 

 

In the background the Bird Group also worked to improve the distribution of full protocol 

cards as equally as possible over the months of the year. That would give a more realistic 

picture of the seasonal distribution of species. The monthly distribution has increased over 

the period and is fully reported on in above mentioned article, but is too long to repeat in 

this summary. 

 

4.3. Progress for the year from 1 December 2017 to 30 November 2018 

This paragraph is actually the core of this newsletter indicating the progress for the past 

year. 

After discussions with Prof Les Underhill during 2017, the Bird Group decided to increase 

the monitoring objective another notch. The objective for 2018 was to again produce two 

full protocol cards for each pentad, but this time in different seasons of the year and 

staggered from one pentad to the next. The two home pentads of Stilbaai West and East 

would again be atlased at least once every month (which would give three cards per 

season). A total of 170 cards were required to achieve this objective. 

The seasons are defined as follows: 

 Summer  – December, January and February 

 Autumn – March, April and May 

 Winter – June, July and August 

 Spring – September, October and November 

To ensure that the summer months are consecutive the reporting year for the Bird Group 

changed from 1 December to 30 November of the next year. The reporting year for 2017 

was thus shortened by a month to fit into this and the heading of Figure 6 reflects this. 

There were 268 full protocol cards submitted for the twelve months and Figure 7 shows 

that the objective of at least 2 cards per pentad was achieved. 
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Figure 7: Full protocol cards submitted from 1 December 2017 to 30 November 2018 

 

Of the 268 cards, 207 were submitted by the Bird Group and of those 170 were required to 

achieve the seasonal objectives. The distribution of these 170 cards is shown in Figure 8 to 

illustrate how the seasons were covered. The presentation in Figure 8 is different from the 

previous figures. Each pentad is divided in four cells with the top one for summer, the 

second one for autumn and so forth. 

 

Figure 8: 2018 Minimum seasonal distribution objective achieved 
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Figure 8 shows clearly how the cards were alternated between seasons in each pentad, as 

well as from one pentad to the next. If one pentad was atlased in summer in winter, the 

bordering pentads were all atlased during autumn and spring and this pattern was repeated 

for the whole of Hessequa. The two north easterly and the two north westerly pentads 

were done in the same season, because they are often atlased simultaneously due to access 

limitations. 

For SABAP2 no pentad can have enough cards and the 98 cards that were more than the 

minimum objective, are all very valuable for the project. In Figure 9 they have been added 

to the seasonal presentation. 

 
Figure 9: 2018 full protocol cards per season  
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With the submission of the 268 cards for the year the other big long term objective was also 

achieved, namely to increase the minimum number of cards for each pentad to 11, as well 

as to increase the cards for the quarter degree squares around and north of Stilbaai to at 

least 16 cards. The cumulative total for all pentads in Hessequa is shown in Figure 10. 

 
Figure 10: Cumulative cards for Hessequa to 30 November 2018 

 

The blue of Hessequa can also very clearly be seen on the SABAP2 website’s “Coverage 

Maps” at SABAP2 Webpage Coverage maps  and was copied to Figure 11. 

 

 
Figure 11: SABAP2 “Coverage Maps” at end November 2018 

 

  

http://sabap2.adu.org.za/coverage.php#menu_top
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4.4. Objectives for the year from van 1 December 2018 to 30 November 2019 

With the mapping of species now on a good basis, the focus for the next year will be on 

maintaining the monitoring. Each pentad will again be atlased twice alternating between 

the seasons. The seasons for each pentad will be switched from last year. If a pentad was 

atlased in summer and winter during 2017/18, it will be atlased during autumn and spring 

in 2018/19. That also means that each pentad will have a minimum of 4 full protocol cards 

in this cycle of two years.  

 

5. Valuable information from SABAP2 

SABAP2 has already delivered extremely valuable information on the national level as has 

already been mentioned in paragraph 2.6. The information for the Hessequa region is now also 

on a sound basis and could be used in many different ways and this is discussed in short below. 

5.1. Bird lists for each pentad in Hessequa 

The SABAP2 website have species lists for each pentad. A list can be accessed by opening 

the map on the website at SABAP2 Webpage Coverage maps and zooming in at the specific 

pentad. Click on the pentad and then on the pentad number that will show. The 

information for the pentad will open and the various lists are available from the menu 

below the map of the pentad. Bird lists for the whole of Hessequa have been compiled and 

they are available from Johan van Rooyen at rooyenvanjohan@gmail.com.They will in the 

near future be published on the U3A Stilbaai website. 

5.2. Species diversity of van pentads in Hessequa 

 

In Figure 12 the species diversity of the Hessequa pentads is shown. It is known as the 

“Equivalent Number of Species” (ENS) and is a statistical calculation that makes it possible 

to compare pentads with large differences in their full protocol cards. The total number of 

species observed in a pentad has the tendency to keep on growing as more cards are 

submitted, albeit slowly. It is always possible to observe another very rare bird for the 

pentad as more cards are added. It is for example unrealistic to compare the total number 

of species for Stilbaai West (3420_2120) with 153 full protocol cards, with another pentad 

with only 11 cards. 

 

In Figure 12 each pentad has five cells. In the top one is the number of the pentad; the 

second contains the name; the third cell contains the ENS number; the fourth the total 

species observed; and the last one the number of full protocol cards for the pentad. The 

ENS number is the important one and the colours were allocated according to that number. 

 

The colour code is given on the right hand side where the dark brown indicates low ENS 

(and thus low diversity) and it rises as the colour increase to light brown, yellow, green, blue 

and purple with pink the highest. The ENS varies from the lowest at 50 to the highest on 

148. 

 

Pentads with higher ENS numbers tend to be situated against the lower slopes of the 

Langeberg and has a wide variety of habitat. The pentads with the lowest numbers are 

situated in the dunes close to the coast where there is no open water and the vegetation is 

http://sabap2.adu.org.za/coverage.php#menu_top
mailto:rooyenvanjohan@gmail.com
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fairly uniform and thus forms mainly a single habitat. The pentads in the south with high 

ENS numbers are around Port Beaufort, Stilbaai and Gouritsmond with a large number of 

habitats i.e. rivers and estuaries, sewage works, towns and the ocean. The pentad with the 

highest ENS by far is Heuningkloof (3415_2145) which contains a large part of the well- 

known Voëlvlei, as well as a stretch of the Gouritz River and several other habitats. Voëlvlei 

attracts large numbers and a variety of species of water birds and waders when there is 

water in the pan. 

 

For a person who wants to see as many species as possible in Hessequa it will be worth the 

while to visit the pentads on the blue/pink side of the scale. 

 
Figure 12: Species diversity of Hessequa pentads 

 

5.3. Species distribution maps for Hessequa 

It is obviously not only the total number of species that attracts birders to a specific area, 

but also the occurrence of scarce and unique species. It is possible to compile distribution 

maps for each species in Hessequa from data that is available on the SABAP2 website. Such 

a map will be of assistance to someone looking for a specific species. The following figures 

give examples of such maps. These maps are based on information up to March 2018 and 

will be updated in the near future and probably published on the U3A Stilbaai website for 

ease of access. 
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Figure 13: Distribution of Agulhas Long-billed Lark in Hessequa 

 

Figure 14: Distribution of Orange-breasted Sunbird in Hessequa 
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Figure 15: Distribution of Victorin’s Warbler in Hessequa 

 

Figure 16: Distribution of Olive Woodpecker in Hessequa 
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6. Summary and conclusions 

The U3A Stilbaai Bird Group, with the assistance of visiting atlasers, increased the mapping 

information in Hessequa to a very good standard. The data was collected to also meet the 

monitoring requirements of the project and was raised to another level in 2018 by collecting 

data systematically across the seasons. 

This information is not only very valuable to the Bird Atlas Project, but could also be used for 

various local applications. 
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Appendix 1: Electronic links to interesting articles in “Biodiversity Observations” 

A. General 

1. Biodiversity Observations Tuisblad/ Home page 

2. Basis van SABAP2 protokol/ Fundamentals of SABAP2 protocol 

3. SABAP2 Vordering/Progress 2007-2016  

4. Pentade skaal verspreidingskaarte/ Pentad-scale distribution maps 

5. Kartering van verspreidingsverskille tussen / Mapping of distribution differences 

between SABAP1 & SABAP2 

6. Die BIRDMAP protokol in areas met min waarnemers/ The BIRDMAP protocol where 

observer network is thin 

7. U3A Stilbaai Voëlgroep/ Bird Group - Atlas in Hessequa 2014-2017 

 

B. Bird distribution dynamics (SABAP2 vs SABAP1) 

1. Hamerkop 

2. Bloubekeend/ Maccoa Duck 

3. Lepelaar/ African Spoonbill 

4. Glansibis/ Glossy Ibis 

5. Koringvoël/ White-browed Sparrow-weaver 

6. Kransaasvoël/ Cape Vulture 

7. Versamelvoël/ Sociable Weaver 

8. Hadeda/ Hadeda Ibis 

9. Buffelwewer/ Red-billed Buffalo-weaver 

10. Bleekkopklopkloppie / Pale-crowned Cisticola 

11. Ooievaars/ Storks 

12. Visvangers/ Kingfishers 

13. Dobbertjies/ Grebes 

14. Rooipoot- en Bontelsie/ Black-winged Stilt and PIed Avocet 

  

https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/index
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/335
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/330
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/345
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/355
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/355
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/362
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/362
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/508/558
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/380/421
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/381/422
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/389/430
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/394/435
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/399/440
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/402/443
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/403/444
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/404/445
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/405/446
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/413/454
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/415/456
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/416/457
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/419/460
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/421/462
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Appendix 2: Reaction on systematic atlasing in Hessequa 

 

 

 

 

 

 


