
 

 1

Counting Parrots- Report on the 2010 Cape Parrot Big 
Birding Day, the 13th annual count. 

 
Colleen T. Downs & Meyrick Bowker 

School of Biological & Conservation Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, P/Bag 

X01, Scottsville, 3209, South Africa. Email: downs@ukzn.ac.za 

Members of the Cape Parrot Working Group 

 

The Cape Parrot, Poicephalus robustus, is classified as Endangered under 

IUCN/Birdlife International threat criteria and is listed on CITES Appendix II. The Red 

Data Book for Birds of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland lists Cape Parrots as 

Rare and Endangered (Downs 2000, Henderson & Downs 2007). In each annual 

census over the recent years generally fewer than 1600 parrots have been counted 

in the wild. The current distribution of the Cape Parrot is very fragmented. It extends 

from forest patches at Katberg, in the Eastern Cape, through the Hogsback and the 

Amatola ranges around Stutterheim, patches along the inland and coastal 

escarpments near Mthatha to Kokstad and Port St Johns, and in KwaZulu-Natal 

(KZN) , through various Afromontane forest patches around Weza, Creighton and the 

midlands as far as Karkloof (Wirminghaus et al. 1999, Downs 2006). These patches 

are discontinuous and so exchange between subpopulations found there is 

constrained by distance. The relic small subpopulation in Limpopo Province is 

completely isolated from all other Cape Parrot subpopulations further south in KZN.   

 

Possible reasons for Cape Parrot Population Decline 
Factors affecting the decline of Cape Parrots are complex. These include: forest 

degradation; food and nest-site shortages resulting in poor breeding success; 

removal of birds from the wild for the avicultural and pet trade; diseases, especially 

the beak and feather virus and predators. Certain factors about Cape Parrots such as 

slow breeding rates, the need for specific breeding sites, and that they are specialist 

feeders combine to make it hard for them to survive forest habitat loss and 

degradation, disease, and predation (including human removal of adults or chicks 

from the wild). Cape Parrots reach breeding age after 4 years (Wirminghaus et al. 

2001), nest in secondary cavities in trees, mainly in Podocarpus spp., lay two to five 

eggs but fewer survive to fledging (Symes et al. 2004), have a long incubation period 

of 24 to 28 days and a very long fledging period of 62 to 72 days (Wirminghaus et al. 

2001).  They do not excavate their own cavity nests (Wirminghaus et al. 2001, 

Downs & Symes 2004) and rely on cavities in dead trees (snags) that are often 
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provided when branches fall off, or in old primary cavity nester holes. Cape Parrot 

recruitment therefore, can be very slow. 

 Forest degradation has resulted largely from the long history of logging by 

settlers, recent selective logging and current illegal logging (Wirminghaus et al. 

1999). The removal of snags with the resulting loss of nests or potential nest-sites 

(Downs & Symes 2005), change in quality and availability of the forest-food, and 

current pressure on forest fragments in rural areas of Eastern Cape and KZN 

(firewood, grazing, building material, traditional medicine collection pers. obs.) has 

further exacerbated the degradation of natural forests. Disease is difficult to quantify 

as rarely are dead birds found. Similarly, predator impacts are not easy to assess. 

The annual Cape Parrot Big Birding Day (CPBBD) provides important input 

for the conservation of this endemic and endangered species. For this thirteenth 

CPBBD numerous teams of observers were strategically placed to count populations 

of parrots in or near forests in the Eastern Cape, KZN and Limpopo provinces. It is 

very important that the range of the parrot is well covered as these birds are highly 

mobile, moving between forest patches and visiting food sources outside of forest at 

various times of the year. The result is that they cannot be predictably present at any 

particular site, as was illustrated this year. More birds were seen in the Stutterheim 

area of the Amatoles than the Hogsback-Alice area, a reversal of previous counts. 

Unfortunately in some areas, birds were not seen on census day. The stalwarts of 

Trogon Birdlife Bird Club have assisted in covering the Glengarry forests near 

Kokstad for nearly 13 years and rarely see many birds, but their ‘nil’ returns are 

especially important.  These ‘nil’ returns show that these parts of their range were 

covered and highlights that no birds were present in that area. 

Although the primary aim of the CPBBD is to estimate population numbers of 

Cape Parrots in the wild, there are a number of other benefits. Movements and 

seasonal changes in the feeding patterns of the birds are evident. Of concern are 

those forests where illegal logging and or hunting of wildlife is occurring. This was 

reported by some observers. The annual CPBBD also highlights the importance of 

our South African Afromontane/-temperate indigenous forest patches. In particular, 

other endangered forest species or those found in the neighbouring grasslands, 

including Samango Monkeys (Cercopithecus mitis) and Southern Ground Hornbills 

(Bucorvus leadbeateri) were recorded by observers.  

 

Results for 2010 
The areas of South Africa covered by the count included the Eastern Cape, KZN and 

Limpopo Provinces. This year at least 227 volunteers were posted at 91 observation 

points in the three provinces. At least 1050 parrots were seen during the afternoon 
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count while 1263 were seen the following morning (Table 1). Numbers were lower 

than they were in 2009, but this is possibly a consequence of reduced coverage in 

2010. The movements of the birds also affect counts.  For example, as mentioned 

earlier more birds were seen in the Stutterheim area compared with the Hogsback-

Keiskammahoek area than in previous years. We had better coverage of the inland 

forests between Umtata and Kokstad this year which was very pleasing.  

        The CPBBD relies on volunteers and particularly on the help of the co-

ordinators in the different areas. For various reasons we had fewer observers in the 

Creighton and Hogsback areas this year, and this may have affected numbers. 

Observers saw parrots at 70% and 75% of the localities for the Saturday afternoon 

and Sunday morning respectively (Table 1 and 2). The weather was generally 

excellent although windy in some areas. As mentioned in previous reports, the 

variability in results between years and the discrepancy between the morning and 

afternoon counts result from many factors including poor weather, double counting 

and/or  inadequate coverage.  

        Taking the maximum number of Cape parrots seen in each of the areas covered 

suggests that there were at least 1353 Cape Parrots observed in the wild on the 

CPBBD in 2010 (Table 3). Unfortunately the proportion of these that are adults and 

the ratio of males to females is unknown as most sightings were of birds flying and 

therefore difficult to sex or age. We think our earlier counts underestimated numbers 

as the coverage was not as good as it has been in the past 5 years. Last year we 

were concerned that the count was an overestimate because of possible double 

counting of birds in large flocks. This year our concern is that fewer birds were 

counted in the Creighton and Hogsback area because of reduced numbers of 

observers. We estimate that there are about 1500 Cape Parrots in the wild.  

 As in past years, there were several communities involved in this year’s 

CPBBD. This highlights the importance of the CPBBD day in developing interest, 

knowledge and hopefully conservation awareness. A group of rural school children 

from Bulwer accompanied one of the Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife observers. The 

observers in the Langeni / Matiwane Region area had a get together and produced a 

very detailed report for their area as well  (Patrick Mavaleliso, Bertus Bouwer and 

Angie Cameron, Indwe Security field rangers and Starlight Security are thanked). 

The DAFF and DEAT groups did an excellent job of covering the inland forests 

between Mt Frere and Kokstad.  
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Table 1. Summary of Results of Cape Parrot Big Birding Day (1998-2010). 

Year Weather Observers 

Cape 
Parrots 

am 
Total 

Cape 
Parrots 

pm 
Total 

Number 
of 

locations 
am 

Number 
of 

locations 
pm 

% obs. at 
locations 

am 

% obs. at 
locations 

pm 

1998 Good 136 321 179 47 37 64 38 

1999 Poor 155 282 237 53 53 53 47 

2000 Good 118 459 460 42 38 69 66 

2001 Good 153 356 316 75 69 57 52 

2002 Good 339 634 476 144 141 44 41 

2003 Mixed 332 885 717 149 148 46 45 

2004 Good 336 994 1021 127 125 68 58 

2005 Good 339 969 894 125 122 58 56 

2006 Mixed 282 1332 1108 103 103 78 65 

2007 Good 252 724 542 94 93 62 61 

2008* Mixed 302 1295 1263 123 121 61 61 

2009 Good 341 1676 1585 148 148 61 53 

2010 Mixed 227 1263 1050 88 91 75 70 

*numbers changed from previous report because of late returns  

Table 2. Summary of Results of the Cape Parrot Big Birding Day 2009 and 2010 by area. 

Area 
Cape Parrots 
in morning 

2009 

Cape 
Parrots in 
evening 

2009 

Cape Parrots 
in morning 

2010 

Cape 
Parrots in 
evening 

2010 

Cape 
Parrots 

max 2010 

Boston 28 31 14 10 14 
Bulwer 44 27 24 102 102 
Byrne 2 0 0 0 0 
Dargle 30 31 7 7 7 

Karkloof 8 8 18 19 19 

Creighton (KZN) 461 399 202 210 210 

Creighton (Trans) 63 91 40 42 42 

Weza 80 41 89 43 89 
Glengarry 0 0 1 0 1 

Umtata 259 163 256 124 256 

Transkei Coast 25 22 20 20 20 

Stutterheim 120 115 301 205 301 

FF-Hogs-Keis 506 621 187 188 188 

Limpopo 50 36 104 80 104 
Total 1676 1585 1263 1050 1352 
FF-Hogs-Keis= Fort Fordyce-Hogsback-Keiskammahoek and includes King Williamstown. 
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Table 3. Comparison of Cape Parrots seen in the different regions during 2009 and 2010.  

  2009 am 2009 pm 2010 am 2010 pm 
KZN 653 537 353 391 
Former Transkei  347 276 317 186 
Former E.Cape 626 736 488 393 
Limpopo  50 36 80 31 

 

Cape Parrots Feeding Outside of Forests 

The kernels of natural forest fruit, particularly Podocarpus spp., are a major 

component of the Cape Parrot diet (Wirminghaus et al. 2002b).  Their bills are large 

and strong to allow them to extract the kernels and consequently they do not 

disperse the seeds of forest fruit like most frugivorous birds. The availability of fruiting 

trees influences the parrots’ seasonal movements (Wirminghaus et al. 2002b). 

Although the parrots feed primarily on Podocarpus species they also feed on fruits of 

other forest trees and will feed outside forests when food is scarce (Wirminghaus et 

al. 2002b, Symes & Downs 2002).  In particular, they feed on exotic fruits like pecan 

nuts and in fruit orchards. They also feed on syringa berries, acorns, Tipuana tipu 

pods, wattle and gum.  Sometimes they feed on green pecans, possibly because of a 

lack of food elsewhere.  The shortage of natural foods at different times of the year 

may explain why for many years Cape Parrots have been seen feeding in flocks 

outside of natural forests (Symes & Downs 2002).  In recent years birds were 

observed in areas where they have either not been seen previously or not seen for 

many years.  For example, parrots were present at pecan and yellowwood fruit 

sources away from forest that they have not visited in at least the last 60 years. 

 In 2009 Dr Steve Boyes put forward in a Farmer’s Weekly article the idea that 

"eating pecans was causing psittacine beak and feather disease (PBFD) in Cape 

Parrots" without data to substantiate this, as highlighted in the response letter of Prof 

MR Perrin. One cannot say that because the birds are showing PBFD and are 

feeding on pecans that the two are correlated. We have had numerous people asking 

if they should cut down their pecan trees, to which we say “No”, not until there is 

evidence that there is any causation. Cape Parrots feed on pecan nuts throughout 

their range from Limpopo to the Hogsback and have been doing this for many years. 

One of the reasons we wanted a project in the Hogsback on Cape Parrots and their 

indigenous food availability was to investigate whether during periods of food 

shortage in the forests parrots have to congregate and feed at sites like pecan 

orchards where they are vulnerable. Currently Dr Graham Grieve, a UKZN post-
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doctoral student, is doing a 3 year project at Ingeli Forest to determine when there 

are fruit shortages, and investigate how fruiting availability is affected by patch size.  

 Interestingly many bird species can deal with toxins in fruits like syringa that 

other vertebrates cannot.  Acorns are particularly high in tannins and parrots eat 

these as well.  We are not sure of the tannin content in green pecans but think it low 

in ripe pecans.  In nuts aflatoxins are sometimes a problem, but this is usually when 

nuts are stored in moist areas and a fungus produces the toxin. 

  

Cape Parrots and Disease 

Beak and feather disease virus (BFDV) is the causative agent of the highly virulent 

PBFD, which is known to affect more than 60 psittacine species (Heath et al. 2004). 

Although PBFD is endemic to Australia, where it threatens at least one wild species 

with extinction, it has since been diagnosed in captive parrot populations in the South 

Pacific, the Americas and in Africa (Heath et al. 2004). The occurrence of PBFD 

amongst captive parrot populations in South Africa is well documented, but the 

incidence of the disease in free-living parrot populations in southern African regions 

remains largely unknown (Heath et al. 2004) and whether the birds are developing an 

immunity is also unknown.  However, in 2004 the first confirmed case of the disease 

in wild parrots endemic to South Africa was reported with the isolation and genetic 

characterization of a BFDV strain from a free-living Cape Parrot (Heath et al. 2004) 

although we had reports previous (See Don Guy’s 50/50 Cape Parrot documentary in 

2000 for picture). In 2009 we reported that in the Hogsback area several birds with 

poor feather condition were observed and this may be the result of PBFD (Downs 

2009). Since this report, Dr Boyes has caught and tested several birds showing the 

symptoms, and has been able to substantiate that they do carry the virus (Farmer’s 

Weekly 2010, Africa Birds & Birding 2010). Disease has been suggested as one of 

the several reasons for the dramatic decline in Cape Parrot numbers since the 

1950s.  However, as dead birds are rarely found this has not been substantiated.  

 The decline in Cape Parrot numbers is not only PBFD related (see various 

publications list below). It is a variety of factors.  The problem with quantifying the 

effect of disease is that people rarely find dead birds.  We have had reports of birds 

with PBFD in the Amatole for many years, and seen infected birds in Umtata and 

Creighton over the years.  It is difficult to know if the birds are dying in great 

numbers.  Our experience is that young birds in captivity are more prone to PBFD. 

They may die from gut related or other secondary infections.  We think that if young 

birds are food stressed they may be more prone to disease.  Furthermore, at the 

southern limit of their range in the Hogsback they may also be temperature stressed. 

It is possible that a number of these factors explain why we are seeing a greater 
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incidence of birds showing the symptoms here than in the rest of the range. Also if 

the birds congregate at food sites there is a greater chance for disease transmission.  

 

Yellow Feathered Birds 

Colour aberrations in Poicephalus species have been documented previously with 

Cape Parrots showing yellow plumage aberrations and belly colours varying from 

blue-green to yellow-green (Wirminghaus 1995, Wirminghaus et al. 2002b). It was 

found that 21% (n = 110) of Cape Parrots examined from museums had signs of 

yellow in the plumage which were typically single yellow feathers in the wing coverts, 

flight or tail feathers (Wirminghaus 1995). Such aberrations are feathers which lack 

the pigment melanin. On CPBBD this year, a Cape Parrot was observed near 

Stutterheim (Fig. 1) which would be referred to as a “pied” and it appeared to look 

healthy in terms of PBFDV (Horsfield pers. comm.). Recently Dr Boyes has 

suggested that yellow feathers refer to the presence of PBFDV (Farmers Weekly 

2010).  However, although birds may show yellow feathers when sick it does not 

necessarily follow that birds with yellow feathers have the disease. If birds have 

PBFDV they generally appear “tatty”. The increased incidence of sightings of 

unusually coloured birds is certainly a cause for concern as are the reports of visibly 

scruffy and unhealthy looking birds (Horsfield pers. comm.). 

 
Fig. 1. “Pied” Cape Parrot observed near Stutterheim on CPBBD by S. Lombard 

when birds were eating pecan nuts on the ground on a day of high wind. 

 

Cape Parrot Studbook and captive birds 

There is a Cape Parrot Studbook which was originally initiated by the Cape Parrot 

Working Group (CPWG) and it is managed by Shaun Wilkinson (Monte Casino 

Manager of Bird Park, CWPG member) on behalf of The African Association of Zoos 

and Aquaria (PAAZAB). The studbook is current and is important in monitoring 



 

 8

captive Cape Parrots and providing valuable information on breeding, survival and 

disease. It also helps with identifying if birds have been illegally taken from the wild. 

Currently the captive Cape Parrots are important as they provide a source population 

if there is a demise of the wild population and it is hoped that breeding of captive 

birds will reduce the trade in wild birds. Currently the CPWG has no plans to 

reintroduce the birds to the wild mainly because of the difficulties in determining if 

birds are disease free and because of a lack of surplus captive birds. We are 

concerned that a few breeders do not have their Cape Parrots registered with the 

studbook, and appeal to all Cape Parrot owners to do so.  

 

The Cape Parrot Working Group and Cape Parrot Conservation 
The CPWG was established in 2001 to conserve the Cape Parrot and its habitat. 

Later a workshop, held in conjunction with BirdLife South Africa (BLSA), identified 

stakeholders, assessed threats to both the parrots and their habitat, prioritised the 

actions required to conserve them, and thereafter compiled a Species Action Plan for 

the Cape Parrot and its habitat in 2003 (Warburton et al. 2003). 

 The CPWG consists of a wide variety of stakeholders, from foresters, 

conservationists, educators and academics to farmers, bird enthusiasts, aviculturists 

and other interested people (Henderson & Downs 2007). Stakeholders can focus on 

activities that are most important / pertinent to them in the protection of the Cape 

Parrot and its environment. There are research groups at several universities as well 

as volunteers and champions for the cause who help with the annual count, an 

executive committee that meet quarterly to steer the group and a studbook keeper to 

keep records of all the captive birds. When funding is available a co-ordinator is 

available to facilitate these various activities, to write fundraising proposals and to 

interact with other relevant groups. During the year, articles by various members of 

the group appear in newspapers, magazines and scientific journals. Talks are given 

at schools, universities and to private groups such as nature or bird clubs. Television 

and radio interviews and documentaries have also allowed the group to reach a 

wider audience and to raise awareness about the plight of the Cape Parrot and its 

forest habitat (Henderson & Downs 2007).  

The CPWG is committed to follow the objectives set out in the Species Action Plan 

(Warburton et al. 2003, Henderson & Downs 2007): 

Objective 1: To provide alternative development opportunities for the communities 

living close to the forests within the Parrot’s range in order to enhance the livelihoods 

of adjacent communities. This objective has proved the most difficult to implement 

without sufficient funding. Various development opportunities have been investigated 

such as indigenous and exotic tree planting schemes combined with the setting up of 
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nurseries for indigenous trees and medicinal plants, alternative firewood schemes, 

and the promotion of fuel-efficient stoves or alternate fuel sources. Birdlife SA has 

made the most progress with aspects of this.  

Objective 2: Develop an environmental education programme. The CPWG is a 

stakeholder in the Biodiversity and Environmental Education Programme (BEEP), run 

by Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife and the Endangered Wildlife Trust. The programme 

introduces educators to Endangered species (and their habitats) in their areas. One 

of these species is the Cape Parrot and its forest habitat. The educators are then 

able to take the information back to their schools in a way that slots into their 

curricula. A mini-summit is held each year for learners to present their ideas on what 

they have learnt and the presentations / outcomes are very encouraging. 

 The CPWG has been involved in National Bird Week (first week of May), initiated 

by BLSA, where schools and the general public are educated about the importance 

of birds and their habitats. The week culminates in the annual census of the Cape 

Parrot (first weekend in May) and allows volunteers for the count to become familiar 

with Cape Parrots, their habitat and the threats to their survival. The CPWG has had 

interactive exhibitions at the last two National Schools Science Festivals, in order to 

reach a wider audience than the regional schools reached by the BEEP programme. 

Objectives 3: To set up a comprehensive national policy on the conservation and 

sustainable use of the Cape Parrot in captivity and the wild. Members of the CPWG 

from conservation bodies, special services, trade in endangered species, forestry 

and other bodies have made good progress in this regard. Legislation is slower and 

more difficult to deal with in some of the provinces, but the CPWG continues to 

support this objective. An Operations Manual has been set up to collate this 

information.  

Objective 4: To reduce the ongoing legal felling of Yellowwood trees within the Cape 

Parrot’s range.  This objective involves working closely with the Department of Water 

Affairs and Forestry, private forestry companies and small commercial loggers. In 

most places the felling of yellowwoods has been discontinued or greatly reduced. 

Illegal loggers pose a larger problem, which many people here are trying to address.  

Objective 5: Increase the food supply of Cape Parrots by planting food source trees. 

This objective is being partly addressed in some of the current seed and tree planting 

schemes but more community involvement is required to tie this to the first objective. 

Also more data is needed on forest fruit availability and there is a current project 

addressing this. 

Objective 6: Successfully complete research projects investigating Cape Parrot 

movements, social organisation, breeding biology, status as a crop pest, disease, 

and habitat quality in terms of Cape Parrot requirements. Research is ongoing at 
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UKZN, Pietermaritzburg campus. A forensic project has investigated DNA finger 

printing of Cape Parrots to help prevent illegal trade. All captive birds could be 

fingerprinted and any confiscated birds compared with them.  Data from the annual 

census is collated and analysed at UKZN. Completed projects on the Cape Parrot 

have been published (see list of publications). An ecological study on the fruiting 

availability of forest patches differing in size in the Ingeli-Weza area is currently been 

conducted. Research on PBFV and vaccines for this disease are being carried out at 

the University of Cape Town and the University of the Free State. Progress has been 

made with vaccines.  

 

Conclusion 
The CPWG is committed to conserving the Cape Parrot and its habitat. It is hoped 

that awareness has been raised about its plight and its dependence on indigenous 

forest.  This year’s CPBBD was one of the important ways of involving the public in 

monitoring this special species whose forest habitat is also of conservation concern. 
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Point of clarity 
We would like to clarify the relationship between Prof CT Downs and Dr S 

Boyes.  In April 2009, Prof Downs set Dr Boyes up in the Hogsback area to 
undertake postdoctoral research study that she initiated on Cape Parrots.  Soon after 
this, Dr Boyes chose to move this project and his alliance to the University of Cape 
Town and continue this project under supervision there. After many years of Cape 
Parrot research and involvement with the Cape Parrot Working Group, Prof Downs 
will still endeavour to support Dr Boyes’ work in spite of this breach of etiquette.  This 
is in the interests of the Cape Parrot. Dr Boyes is operating as the “Cape Parrot 
Project” which is not affiliated to UKZN or the CPWG. Prof Downs is reluctant to 
sensationalise the plight of the Cape Parrot until she has sound scientific evidence 
on which to base her claims.  She remains committed to the conservation of the 
Cape Parrot, and hopes that relationships she has built up with so many parrot 
supporters over the years will continue. 
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DVDS of the Don Guy’s 50/50 Cape Parrot documentary in 2000 detailing factors 
affecting their decline are available from Prof CT Downs for R50.00. Funds go to the 
ongoing Cape Parrot research at UKZN. Please contact her +27-332605127 or email 
downs@ukzn.ac.za 
 

 
Cape Parrot Day 2011- please diarise 7 and 8th May 2011 

 
 
 
 
 


