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NECTARIVORE RINGING IN THE SOUTHWESTERN CAPE

M. W. Fraser, L. McMahon, L, G, UnderhilI,
G. D. Underhill and A. G. Rebelo

INTRODUCTION

(Numbers in brackets refer to reference titles)

Large numbers of nectarivorous birds are a familiar sight at
flowerjng stands of certain plants. Nectar-rich food plants
such as species of Proteaceae, Ericaceae, Aloe and Cotgledon
ftower according to a strict calendar (I,3,7,15,17,18,2O). but
char1-or-t irzod nl:n+- r^n',-r- .nA ^-.lv crr^.6cci^nilr__-.LS, drlrrudls drru ed- _f _ specres
crrnh Ta^n^f ie hrrra qo:cnn^l I\r 'laqq nr6.li^i:hlo fl- rowerJ-ng
displays (9 ,1O,22) . The relative seasonal dependence of
nectarivores on different ffowering plants is unknown, however,
as are the distance and timing of movernents which the birds must
undertake to utilize these resources.

Ower 3OO snecies of nlanf in fhe Fwnhos Biome Anntrar fo he bird
nollinafpd 11R)- Evidence that birds are fhe mei6r nnllinators
of Proteas (17) has been questioned (2), but there seems no
doubt that many Proteaceae and Erica species are poLlinated by
a:^a c'td^rt\i rdc prome'rans e af cr and Oran^al-rro^c+a.l SUnbirdS
Nectarinia viofacea (3,4). Thus, the survjval of such plants
would be jeopardised by the eIj-mination or isolation of their
poI linators. Destruction of fynbos vegetation through
urbanisation, agriculture and infestation by alien plants
continues apace/ particularly in the lowlands (11,f3). This
inereasinolw fr^oments and isolates fhe fFpdino areas of
nectarivorous birds, necessitating longer movements by such
birds both between sites and between seasons. Knowledge of
such movements would all"ow some assessment to be made of the
birds' requirements and woul d facir itate appropriate
conservation measures.

In view of the above and because of their rel-ative ease of
capture. we have directed much of our recent ringing efforts at
nectarivores. In the southwestern Cape these are Cape
Suqarbird, Malachite Sunbird Nectarjnia famosa, Lesser
Do;bfecotlared Sunbird N. chaTgbea and Orangebreasted Sunbird.
The Cape Sugarbird and Orangebreasted Sunbird are endemic to the
Fynbos eiome ( 23 ) .
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METHODS

We have mistnetted and ringed nectarivores at thirteen sites in
the southwestern Cape since 1984 (Fig. 1 opposite - coordinates
are given in Table 1 on page 6). The length of mistnetting used
on each session ranged from 9 m to 240 m and averaged about
l-00 n. In addition to the standard metal ring, unique colour-
ring combinations were added to aI1 sugarbirds ringed at Teeberg
and to the majority at Kirstenbosch and, between 1984 and 1986,
to most sunbirds at Olifantsbos. Site-specific colour rings (one
colour per site) were placed on all sugarbirds trapped at
Kirstenbosch, Betty's Bay, DurbanviIIe, Helderberg. paarl,
Swartboskloof and Jonkershoek and to some sunbirds trapped at
Olifantsbos, Helderberg, Swartboskloof and Jonkershoek. Cape
Sugarbirds at Kirstenbosch were checked for colour-rings on 27
occasions between October 1985 and May l-988 (16). Otherwise,
recoveries depend on chance findings by members of the public,
reported to the authors or to SAFRING. Requests for sightings
of colour-ringed birds vrere placed in the Cape Bird Club
newsLetter ( Promerops ) and locaI press ( Cape Town Argus ) .Rj.nging and recovery data for the ringing years I9B4/I9B{ -
7988/1989 are included in this report.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Although many years may el,apse before sufficient retraps ancl
recoveries accumuLate to provide an accurate picture of
nectarivore movements, we feel it worthwhile to present our few
results to date. In this way we highfighb the potential of the
exercise and, hopefully, encourage other ringers to give
nectarivores the attention which, in our opinion, they deserve.
The numbers of these nectarivores ringed prior to 1984 in the
study area, and indeed in South Africa as a whole, are low. For
exampLe, SAFRING records show that only 54 Matachite Sunbirds
were ringed in South Africa between 1975 and 1983, with ontv
single birds ringed in the years 1975, 1976 and 1979.

Tabfe 1 gives the numbers of Cape Sugarbirds, Malachite, Lesser
Doublecollared and Orangebreasted Sunbirds ringed at 13 sites in
the southwestern Cape from l-984l1985 to l-988/f989. Netting
intensity at these sites varied from almost weekly at
Olifantsbos between 1984 and 1986 and at ]east monthly at
Helderberg between 1986 and 1988, to a single visit to paarl.

Table 2 (page 7) presents the proportion of each nectarivore
species ringed at each site. This measure gives a more
representative picture of the structure of nectarivore
asqemht aocs than actual numbers. Althouqh the results are
biased Ui our siting the nets preferential]y to catch particular
species, the proportions do support generally the 'qualitative
folklore' that surrounds nectarivores (e.9. that Orangebreasted
Sunbirds occur mainly in Mountain Fynbos). Table 2 may also
provide ringers, unfamiliar with fynbos, with some indication of
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TlaLa I

NUMSER OF NECTARIVORES R]NGEO AT SIlES IN THE SOUTHHESIERN CAPE

LOCATION AND CO.ORDINATES
CAPE

SUGARBIRD

SUNAIRDS

R I NGERSHAL LDC o8

OltfanLsbos, Cape of Good Hope
Nature Reserve (CGHNR )

3{ t65, 18 23E

Teeberq, CCHNR -
3{ l4S, 18 248

Clencst rn
l{ ros, 18 268

KLrstenbosch Botantc Gardens
33 59S. t8 268

Rondevlel Elrd Sanctuary
3a o{s, r8 308

0urbanvllle wlldfloser Garden
33 50S,18 388

Protea He lghts , Ste I I enbosch
33 5aS, 18 {98

Piacl Hrldf Lower GErden
l3 {os, l8 58E

Scartbo6kloof , Jonke.shoek VatLe
fd oos. 18 578

Jonkershoek Forestry Res€arch
Centre. Stel Ienbosch
f3 58S, l8 56E

lelderberg Nature Reserve,
Sonerset West
l{ o3s, l8 52E

Betty's Bay
36 21S, l8 56E

34 r95, t9 008

TOTAL

89

5

L7

31

c

o79

152

831

55

I

89

22

611

6

109

2

?99

23

6

4

286

I

I

I

21

38

25

7

516

55

L!3

2

l9

48

96

l2

r63

t2s

MHF, LA, Cape Blrd Club (CBC)
Helderbe.s Rinqinq Group (HRG)

MHF, AGR, Hw Seiler

UHF, LU

MflF, LH, AGR, HH SetI€r, GDU

MHF, LA, GDU, LGO

GDU, T Robertson

HHF. LS, GOU, LGU

HHF, LS, H, OschadlBus, cDU

MHF, LM

!ffF, LM

MWF,

GDU,

AGR

Cape Sugarblcds also caught, but not rrnqpd



LCCAT]3):, I,'ECETATION TYPE
I.\D i:AJi]R F'CD PLANTS

i TL\JL! h: LALn >I-r
AF E I SUi.;

SUGARtsIRD I :.:AL ( TOTA.L )

TABLE 2

1/EG:T.\TION IYFES AND ]'i,\JCR FOOD PLANTS AND TiJE PERCE];TI.GE
OF IiECTARIVCRE SPECIES RINCED AT EAC:{ SITE

Olifanl:scos ; coastal thlcket
/ q-- --:..r . \ -6a.a.rs
.:;::,-: -.t. -9-jJl,r Spp.

ri ^ I_..nbos
>- 1-.) .-,t^ :r-^dan;r..

CtF--::r'r n:rrlon

Kr:saer'rosch; l4ountain Fvnbos,/
ga:Cens :ro:ea Spp.

: :-o..'. l. :: crdstal Lhick-c
;. r- -l \

S.,. .':: ai:.car.a S. 7f tea

: j:: l:.. : . -e; seni-formal gardcn
P:-.laea spp - , leucosperinum spp.

:ii -l-,1-q: cam i - f 6rm: I -: r.i5
Proaaa spp., alien ornamentals

D1:- . I -ardvn
P'oaea spp., Erlca spp.

Sr;ar--boskloof ; Yountaln Fynbos/
kloof Hoodland Protea spp-,
-' r ^: c-h _"hn^hi: /.--- --aPr'ns:s

JonKe:shoek: semi-formal garCen
>,..1aa ^:t.Fra:/la\, . COrdifOlLUm

He Lde:ber3: Your'.:a j n Fynbos
eoni -f^rm:l d^rdan

Pr)tea spp. , I,. cordi-f ol-ium,

q Bt\r: Varnr ar n ;\'ni -q
| . -n^.ar^ariandrnn

(leinnronC; l{ouirtain Fynbos
> '--: r ,.ern.dp.4-.n,
Fr i -r a.n

( 169 )

76.7 )R 5.8 (634)117

100

24,9

72 ,7

A'A

fl

)A A

100

19, 0

"? o

56 ,9 i3L ,3

-1 q ;5

( 912 )

(11)

(236)L1 2 1) 4

3,0189,3

1,9

Cape Sugarbirds al-so caughL but noL ringed



Cape Sugarbird

Visits to Helderberg Nature Reserve between one and three times
per month between September 1986 and October f98B ( g ), are
largeiy responsibie for the high number of Cape Sugarbirdsrin^6^ frrhra 1 \ Most individuals ',rere netted durinq theuur I 'f 'lowerino ncriod of f.ptreosnprmtlm anrrliFal .i,,m / 

^,r^!re+\ Aug__ _
November). Many sugarbirds were al-so present at Helderberg
when Protea repens (April - June) and p. autea (January - March)
were in flower, but the tall and dense bushes made for difflcult
netting in veEeLdtjon dominated by these pl ant species. At
BeLty's Bay most sugarbirds were netted at flowering
r ott.^c^ormilm -^r^-atpodendton between October and Januarv.
lhose ringed at Teeberg tCdpe of Good Hope Nature Rese:./e) were
neLted amongst flower:ng p. _Zepidocarpolendran over three davs
in June, I985.

Cape Sugarbird recoveraes spar virtuatly the entire study area(Fig. 2 opposite). Alnost 500 retraps and five recoveries orresightings of this species have accrued from netting atHelderberg. sugarbirds are known to iea.,'e the Helderberg Nature
Reserve and visjt srrburban rarde:rs in somerset west durinq theSpr:r.g gnd sumrnel N. l4ybur lh. pers. .onln. ;, dn observdtion norvr::inforced by three such slghtings of cotour-ringed bi::ds, onew-ithin a day cf rrnging in Octobel (these local mcvements arenot inciuded in Fiq. 2 ) , s i.ngle l-{elderberg-ringed b.irds moveclacross the alape Flats tc Kit:stenbosch and atong i:he i-{ottentotsHoriand mountain chain to 1:l-re coast 3t Betty,s Bay tFig. 2).Tae bird repor:ted froin the last-lnentioned site i^ras ringed inO.tober and recovered in December, the movement coincioing withthe end of the Leucospermum cordifolium flovjering period at
He i der berg.

F:ve Teeberg sugarbirds have been resighted and one conlrolled
at Kirstenbosch. The onfy Teeberg bird which moved south
( FiS. 2) was recovered in September L987 , 27 monl-hs after
rr-ng:ng. A fire which destroyed the fynbos vegetation at
Teeberg in February 1986 fno: 1985, as given in Oschadteus and
Fraser, 16), may have induced the northward movement of some of
tnese. However, at ieast one bird was recorded frcm Kirstenbosch
prior to the Teeberg burn. The others were found at
Kirstenbosch two and eight months after the fire ( i. e, between
10 and 16 months after ringing). However, non-fire related
emigration from the Cape of Good Hope Nature Reserve _is further
qrraaoqf od hrr nhcarrraf i nnc f h:f a.n6 e,r^.,hi rA- -'^ -,^-,,orE vctY >udtuc
there from late summer to early winter and most abundant between
August and November when Leucospermum conocatpodendron and
Mimetes fimbriifolius are flowering ( Fraser, pers. obs. ) ,
Details of re-sightings and site-attendance of colour-ringed
Cape Sugarbirds at Kirstenbosch are given by Oschadleus and
Fraser (16).



Cope Sugorbird

FIGURE 2

CAPTURE (CLOSED CIRCLES) AND RECOVERY (OPEN CIRCLES) SITES
OF CAPE SUGARBIRDS PROMEROPS CAFER RINGED IN THE
SOUTHWESTERN CAPE, I9B4 - 1989. NUMBERS REFER TO THE MONTH

OF RINGING AND RECOVERY RESPECTIVELY

Malachite Sunbird

The Olifantsbos Leonotis oxgmifolia paLch has provedparticularly productive ( in real and proportional terms) fcr
ringing this sunbird. However, the numbers of birds caught
there are not consistently high when the number of ripe
Leonotis blooms appears to be roughly the same on different
visits. For example, four Malachite Sunbirds were caught
there from 5 - 7 December 1986; from 4 * 7 December 1987, when
the number of flowers appeared to be similar to the previous
year, 2O2 new birds were caught of an estimated 54O visiting the
flowers (5,6,22) . This supports Skead's ( 20 ) observation that a
particular nectar source may be heavity util-ised by Matachite
Sunbirds one year, but nob be visiled at alt the next. At
Olifantsbos this may be a reftection of breeding success, as 80%
of those trapped in December 1987 were juveniles.



Seven rnovements (mean distance 4,5 km) were recorded. within the
Cape of Good Hope Nature Reserve (Fig. 3a: two movements of 1 km
are not illustrated). The furthest (7 km) involved theresighting of a colour-ringed adult male caught in the Teeberg
Dr^r^- 16^i;-'-a,^.dendran nafeh in -Trlne and residhta.l foadinn
from Watsonia flowers in January. Of the four Malachites
recovered outside the Reserve, three were ringed, as juveniles in
November and recovered the following sprir:g (Fig. 3a). The
fourth, an immature male, was ringed in March 1987 and recovered
in June 1989 near Piketberg. Its movement of 161 km makes it
our most travelled nectarivore to date rFi^ ?h n- ^-^^ rv,, pqes ,3). The
Helderberg bird which reached Jonkershoek (Fig. 3a) was also a
irr\r6ni 1o ri nno^ i n \I^!f^mh^- F,.+ 

-^ ccovered si x weeks after
ringing. Therefore, with the exceptj-on of the one adult
mentioned above, lvhat we have recorded so far is not necessaril_y
movemenL related strictly to season or food supply but is post-
fledging dispersal. It is perhaps surprising that none of the2O2 ringed in December 1987 has been recovered, given that therecovery rate of this nectari-vore is relatively high (Table 3).Of the species dealt with here, the Malachite Sunbird has thewidest distribution in southern Africa (L2), giving thepotential for more distant recoveries.

TABLE 3

NATURE OF RECOVERIES OF NECTARIVORES

NATURE OF
RECOVERY

CAPE
SUGARBIRD

SUNB I RD S TOTAL
*oF

RECOVERIESMAL LDC OB

ControL

(i chl.i n^c 
^f ^^l ^,,r-

ri ^^^i Li rA^! rrrvcu ur! u-

Road kil-1

Window kilI

Trapped in buirding
and released

Concussed on window
and released

Unknown (dead)

t-

5

1

3

1

2

2

2

L

1

2

I

t-

L

2

1

4 ( 14. B )

e (33,3 )

4 (14,8)

4 (14,8)

1 ( 3,7)

r ( 3,7)

r ( 3,7)

3 (11-,1)

TOTAL l1 10 J

PERCENTAGE RECOVERED 0, 60 0, 58 u, of, o ,73

10
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Molochite Sunbird

FIGURE 3A

CAPTURE (CLOSED CIRCLES) AND RECOVERY (OPEN CIRCLES) SITES
OF MALACHITE SUNBIRDS NECTARINIA FAMOSA RINGED IN THE

SOUTHWESTERN CAPE, 1984 _ 1989.

NUMBERS REFER TO THE MONTH OF RINGING AND RECOVERY

Lesser

RESPECTIVELY

DoublecoLlared Sunbird

Ol,ifantsbos has again proved the most productive site for this

11



species. although it occurs in lower numbers there than the
Malachite. Proportionately, the Lesser Doublecollared is most
numerous in the Salvia at Rondevlei. When it flowers in
August/September this plant is visited by many bird species
( notably Cape Bulbul Pvcnonotus capensis and Cape White-eye
Zosterops pal-Zidus) in addition to the sunbirds. At other times
of year at the Rondevlei ringing site the sunbirds are scarce
or absent (c. D. Underhill, pers. obs. ).

The two Iongest movements are of birds ringed as juveniles in
November and moving from their assumed natal areas to lower
altitudes in autumn/winter lKirstenbosch to Plumstead - 5 km)
and Helderberg to BeEty's Bay (34 km - Fig. 4 on page 14). The
Olifantsbos to Klaasjagersberg individual was an adult female
which had moved tittle in altitude. Shorter movements not
illustrated in Fig. 4 or included in Table 3, are ten of 1 km
(including tvro birds making the same i^eturn journey), and one of
3 km within the Cape of Good Hope Nature Reserve. The
HelCerberg to Betty's tsay individual (Fi,g. 4 ) was ringed by
M.W.F. and control]ed by L.G.U. and c.D.U., providing a
tantalising indication of the results which could accrue with
more intensive ringjng at more sites, and by more r.i.ngers. The
only movement prior to this study whjch we can trace is of a
nestling colour-ringed at Strandfontein in Seplember L962 and
recorded ln Pirrelands the following February (19).

A)-i-hough Macfean ( L2) describes the Lesser Doubtecoll-ared
Sunbird as resident, it is perhaps more accurately classified
as nomadic or a seasonal migrant in the sourhwestern Cape.
Schmidt ( 19 ) records its presence in Cape Town suburbs in summer
until the onset of the winter rains (May - JuIy) and in the
Strandfontein breeding area from the first winter rains until
November,

SfenSglfgeqle-e sunbi r4

Of all the sunbirds, the Orangebreasted is most dependent on
fynbos vegetation (20) and occurs virtually exclusively in this
habitat. For example, the coastal thj-cket rj-nging site at
Olifantsbos is less than 1OO m from the nearest Mountain Fynbos
vegetation, in which Orangebrcasted Sunbirds are numerous
(Fraser & McMahon, pers. obs. ). They seem reluctant to move
into the adjacent coastat thicket (Strandveld), however. and
form only 1,5 I of the total- number of sunbirds trapped in this
\/ada+^+i-n flrna ffhi< +andona\r iq al^- ir lho Cenovuyerqufvrr lJvu qr-v ur-PadYEu vY Lrru lsyv
Srrcrrhi rd \ Cnmnetition with the other two sunbirds at
Strandveld nectar sources seems unlikely since aJ.1 three species
occur together at flowering Erica giTva in Mountain Fynbos (13).
There are no apparent features of the Leonotis or Lgcium flowers
which could make them difficult for Orangebreasted Sunbirds to
probe and yet not hinder feeding by Malachite and Lesser
Doublecollared Sunbirds.

T2



Ma lach it e
Sunbird

PIKETBERG 9

FIGURE 3b

LONG DISTANCE RECOVERY OF A
MALACHITE SUNBIRD NECTARINIA
FAMOSA

The longest movement to date involved an adult male ringed at
Kirstenbosch in July and resighted on Tabl,e Mountain the
following September (Fig. 5 on page 15). Although this bird
had moved only 4 km, it had risen in altitude some 320 m. This
single observation does at ]east support the contention that
this species migrates up mountains in summer, when flowering
food-plants are scarce at lower altitudes, and returns to the
Iower slopes when Protea and Erica begin flowering there in
autumn and winter (7, 17 ) . However, recent observations of
Orangebreasted Sunbirds in Cape Town's suburban gardens in
summer complicate the picture (2I, C. HiLton-TayLor pers.
comm. ). A shorter movement (Teeberg to Olifantsbos) in the Cape
of Good Hope Nature Reserve is the only other one recorded (Fig.
5), The often mountainous and more restricted distribution of
the Orangebreasted makes it the sunbird specj"es least likely to
provide many recoveries.



I'I A
\"r-
\ Lesser Doublecol lored Sunbird

3,lo

r10 k.--

CAPTURE
LL5JLh

NUMBERS

FIGURE 4

(CLOSED CIRCLES) AND RECOVERY (OPEN CIRCLES) SITES OF
DOUBLECOLLARED SUNBIRDS NECTARINIA CHALYBEA RINGED

IN THE SOUTHWESTERN CAPE. 1984 - 1989.

REFER TO THE MONTH OF RINGING AND RECOVERY RESPECTIVELY

NATURE OF RECOVERIES

Although the sample is small/ some indication of the relative
importance of the various forms of recovery can be gained from
Table 3. Ringers, or their helpers, were responsible for aIl
but two reports of colour-ringed birds. Onl.y one report was
directly attributed to publicity. This involved a dead Cape
Sugarbird retrieved from a cat; the metal-ringed 1eg was misslng

^..^ ^n Inrrr-rindq ^n iha othcr Icd! On this basisrrdu urrrtluv r f rrYJ v$ Lilu v vrrL! f uv .

it would appear that ringers will have to track down their own
birds after colour-ringing them. The number of controfs is
encouragingly high and indicates that more ringing at more sites
in the region would prove beneficial.

From these data it can be predicted that the Malachite Sunbird
wi]l be the most worthwhile to ring in terms of recoveries.
Given the relative paucity of ringers and interested members of
the public, the recovery rate of this species is particularly
high. Indeed, the recovery rates of all the nectarivores
consid.ered here compare well with those of intensively ringed
'sedentary' birds of roughly the same size in the British Is1es,



e.g. Great Tit parus major O,91 3 recovery rate from 661, O2Aringed; Blue Tit p. caeruleus 0.98 I from 1 S4g 665 (sic)
ri noed : l^lran TrnaT ndttf ac f r^n1 ^d11+LLvrtvvr-vJ --_y,vuyu€s O,4g Z from 239 L72,Dunnock PrunelTa modularis 0,98 * from 447 654 (14). Morenectaravore recoveries are nov, required to confirm that theprevlous ones were not mere flukes I

CONCLUS IONS

we consider nectarivore ringing to be one of the most worthwhireprojects availabre to ringers and wourd encourage its adoptionand expansion within and beyond the southwest6rn Cape. Therecovery rates reported here (if more than pure luck). supportour contention that continued and incrp^qart rinnind ^r *haa^
birds wit r prove very worthwhile. 

'-- -;i;;";;;'-;i 
;;"r;"=;:concluded that colour-ringing is worthwhire onry if the ringersthemseLves search for their birds, it is iert that site-specific colour-ringing should be continued in the interests oflong-term studies. concentrations of nectarivores at locafizedfood sources a1lows large numbers to be caught .in relatrvelyshort periods (e.g. on single days, exctudiig retraps: _ 126sugarbirds at Helderberg; 118 Malachite Sunbirds at blifantsbosand 62 orangebreasted Sunbirds at Swartboskloof). Traditionarutilization of feeding sites by the birds arso arlows mourt andsurvival data to accumulate through retraps.

o

| ,,,a
Oronqebreosted
Sunbird

?
fo,o

o

i-iol;---1

FIGURE 5

CAPTURE ( CLOSED CIRCLES ) ENO
RECOVERY (OPEN CIRCLES) SITES OF
ORANGEBREASTED SUNBIRDS NECTART.]VTA
VIOLACEA RINGED IN THE SOUTHWESTERN
CAPE, 1984-1989. NUMBERS REFER TO
THE MONTH OF RINGING AND RECOVERY
RESPECTIVELY
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