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Often, when chatting with South Africans of all ages about parrots, most know about South
American macaws (especially from the movies Rio and Rio 2), Australian cockatoos and
budgies, and sometimes an African parrot, the African Grey Parrot. We are amazed at how
many do not know that South Africa has its own endemic parrot, the Cape Parrot, Poicephalus
robustus (Figure 1)(Other names include Woudpapegaai in Afrikaans; Dikgwapa in Sepedi;
Hokwe in Tswana; isiKhwenene in Xhosa and Zulu). We generally have to explain that Cape
Parrots occur in the inland ‘mistbelt’ forests of the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo
provinces, and that they are also found in some coastal forests in the Eastern Cape and
KwaZulu-Natal. We then explain that the Cape Parrot is considered a ‘flagship’ species for
protecting the mistbelt forests. So, to save the parrot, we must conserve its habitat, which will
also help protect the species that share its forest home. The present Cape Parrot population
comprises three genetically categorised populations: a southern group in the Amathole
Mountains of the southern Eastern Cape; a central group in forests from Encogbo and Mthatha
in the Transkei section of the Eastern Cape through to Afromontane forests of the midlands of
KwaZulu-Natal; and a disjunct northern group concentrated mainly in the Magoebaskloof
(Figure 2, Downs et al. 2025).

Figure 1. Paintings of Cape Parrots on the walls of a bus stop

in the village of Creighton, southern KwaZulu-Natal.
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Figure 2. The distribution range of the endemic Cape Parrot in South Africa. (Source: SABAP2
2024, Downs et al. 2025).

With the help of volunteers, the annual Cape Parrot Big Birding Day (CPBBD) has
shown that the population is stable but relatively low. However, the threats facing them
continue, which is concerning. One of the biggest problems is estimating the number of Cape
Parrots in the wild, as they move between forests for food and sometimes visit food sources
outside of forests, especially pecan nut (Carya illinoinensis) orchards. The annual Cape Parrot
Big Birding Day was initiated in 1998, when volunteers counted the Cape Parrots at sites
where they had historically occurred. It is held on a Saturday afternoon and the following
Sunday morning. Early May was preferred, as there is often less mist in the mornings and the
parrots visit pecan nut orchards, making them easier to see flying out of the forests or
congregated in those orchards. Since they vocalise while flying, they are often easiest to see
overhead. The best times to see Cape Parrots are around sunrise, when they leave their roost
sites to search for food, and late afternoon, when they return to roost. Before 2023, the counts
were conducted on the same day across all localities. However, the weather has been
changing over the past quarter-century, with pecans generally fruiting earlier in the year or

being eaten earlier by parrots.



CPBBD 2026

This year, 2026, was the 29" year of the national CPBBD. Those in KwaZulu-Natal and the
Transkei part of the Eastern Cape Province counted the central Cape Parrot subpopulation
on the afternoon of the 2"® and the morning of the 3" May, 2026, when the weather was mixed,
with some areas beautifully clear and others overcast or windy. Meanwhile, those in the
Amatholes (Stutterheim, Hogsback, Fort Beaufort) (southern subpopulation) and Limpopo
(northern subpopulation) counted on the 11" and 12" April 2026. Again, the weather was
mixed. Late returns and our scrutiny of the data to avoid double-counting partly delayed the
compilation of this report. As in the past 2 years, there was an extended warm summer and
autumn, and some deciduous forest trees (e.g., white stinkwood, Celtis africana, and Cape
chestnut, Calodendrum capense) did not change colour or drop their leaves until much later
than usual. People reported Cape Parrots feeding on green pecans as early as December
2025, highlighting shortages of their food sources, especially forest fruits.

The total count of Cape Parrots in the wild in 2026 was 2165, the highest in all the
years of counting. Previously, the highest total counts were in 2025 (1839 Cape Parrots) and
in 2023 (1952 Cape Parrots). What is of concern is that fewer parrots were counted in the
Dargle to Karloof areas of KwaZulu-Natal, as well as around Mthatha, than in the past. The
highest number was seen in most places on Sunday morning compared with Saturday
afternoon.

The maximum number of Cape Parrots counted was:

e 1108 in the southern Amathole subpopulation,

e 854 in the central subpopulation (158 in Transkei and 696 in southern KwaZulu-Natal),
and

e 203 in the northern subpopulation.

At least 205 people of all ages volunteered in the count. On Saturday afternoon, Cape
Parrots were seen at 70% of observer sites, while they were seen at 76% of observer sites on
Sunday morning. The ‘nil’ counts are as valuable as the presence counts, as they help show
how Cape Parrots use their naturally fragmented forest habitats in the landscape mosaic.
Some observers saw juvenile parrots and others nesting, indicating recruitment.

This year, observers near Creighton saw a female parrot who appeared healthy
surviving in the wild with only one ‘foot’. Most bird species’ ‘foot’ is actually their toes, as some
of the foot bones are fused to form bones of the lower leg, so they walk on their toes. Parrots,
some woodpeckers, toucans, and cuckoos have two toes pointing forward and two toes
pointing backwards, a trait called zygodactyly, or yoked toe. As birds do not have hands, they
no longer have the option of using those limbs to eat, build homes, and care for their young.

Many species opted to use their beak for those tasks instead. But some birds also evolved to



be “pedal dexterous™—able to accomplish with their feet tasks that other animals undertake
with nimble hands. Parrots are among the most dexterous, with agile, highly manoeuvrable
feet. Generally, Cape Parrots use their large, strong bills and feet when feeding (Figure 3). So
this female Cape Parrot observed was managing with one foot, which is very interesting and

surprising.

Figure 3. An example of a Cape Parrot using
one foot to hold on to a branch and another to
hold a pecan while it feeds (Photograph© CT

Downs).

Figure 4. A Southern Ground Hornbill seen near Ingeli, KwaZulu-Natal, on the Cape Parrot
Big Birding Day (Photograph© S Stromer).

As in previous years, there were several other important outcomes from the CPBBD.
Some incidents of illegal hunting or logging were reported, and people realised how essential
forests are. There were observations of samango monkeys (Cercopithecus mitis) and
Southern Ground Hornbills (Bucorvus leadbeateri) (Figure 4).

It is often difficult after so many years of CPBBDs (nearly three decades) to have
something new to share. So we asked an MSc student, Scarlett Stromer, and a volunteer,
Lilith Vergeiner who were participating in their 15t count to share some insights: “As two foreign
hobbyist birders from the United States and Austria, we both fell in love with the avian diversity
in KwaZulu-Natal upon our arrival in the country. As part of Prof Downs' lab, the Annual Cape
Parrot Count was a highlight we would not miss. It brought together many different aspects of

birding that we enjoy so much.



We went to iNgeli Forests to look for parrots with other UKZN students and volunteers.
Sadly, we did not hear or see the parrots during our Saturday afternoon survey from our
allocated observation point. Fortunately, we were assigned to a group led by Joseph Carbutt
to observe some pecan trees near the forest on Sunday morning, where parrots had previously
been sighted. At twilight, we hiked to our destination and set up with anticipation of seeing and
hearing the elusive Cape Parrot. We sat and listened to the forest wake up, with African Wood
Owls hooting in the distance. As dawn broke, we suddenly heard the parrots' screeches from
above, and eventually eight of them landed in the trees right in front of us, giving us an
impeccable view. For the next few hours, we watched in awe as the parrots went straight to
work cracking open pecans with their strong beaks.

Actively looking out for birds and listening to their songs makes you realise that there
are species all around that we often are blind or deaf to. Sadly, listening and looking for them
is also the first step in noticing that some species are declining, mainly because of human
activities. Birding has opened a beautiful new world for us and changed our perception of it.
Once you start noticing the birds around you, you can't go back! We get teased that we are
now ‘twitchers, as we keep a list of all the South African bird species we have observed, but

it makes our stay here even more special.”

Figure 5. Some of the participants in the Amatholes, Eastern Cape.



Figure 6. Some of the University of KwaZulu-Natal participants who counted Cape Parrots in
the iNgeli area near Kokstad, KwaZulu-Natal, before their departure (Photograph© CT

Downs).

Figure 7. Some of the
participants who counted Cape Parrots in the
Langeni/Matiwane areas in the Eastern Cape met 1st before going out on the Saturday, then

met afterwards for brunch on the Sunday.



Figure 8. Some of the participants who counted Cape Parrots in the Gxalingele area near
Creighton, KwaZulu-Natal, in 2026.
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Appendix 1. The coordinators of the Cape Parrot Big Birding Day 2026 are thanked for their

contributions.

Area

Name

Tel

Email

Overall co-ordinator

Prof Colleen Downs

082 920 2026

downs@ukzn.ac.za

Karkloof

John and Jenny
Robinson
Malcolm Gemmell

033 502 9090; 082 443
3805
082 789 5000

benvie@bluetechsa.co.za
info@buttonbirding.com

Midlands conservancies:
Dargle/ Nottingham Rd/
Balgowan, Fort Nottingham

Ashley Crookes

082 460 1815

admin@dargleconservancy.org.za
chairman@dargleconservancy.org.za

Byrne Valley James Ballantyne 079 516 1261 jabe@absamail.co.za

Boston Barbara & Glyn 084 304 9842; 084 352 | grbullock@iuncapped.co.za
Bullock 9864 crystelle.wilson@gmail.com
Crystelle Wilson 082 723 5158

Bulwer Russell & Carol Hill 082 923 9649 carolhill@futurenet.co.za

Creighton/Donnybrook Mike & Bev Arnold 0828715922 Saltspringsfarm@gmail.com
Pete & Bev Everett 0823961499 everett@futurenet.co.za

Prof Colleen Downs

Ngeli, Mpur/Glengarry

Eebee Ally
Preshnee Singh

072 466 5466
076 666 9488

Allye@ukzn.ac.za
preshnee.singh@gmail.com

Alfred Nzo Region, namely:
Ntsiswa, Gomo, Bulembu,
Tonti, Amanzinyama and
Xhama Forest

Dean Ricketts

0824325104

Dean.Rickets@deaet.ecape.gov.za

Mthatha Helen Dalton 082 703 3110; 043 726 | Helen@starlightsa.com
Langeni / Matiwane Bertus Bouwer 0513 (w)
Ngcobo 082 856 3982; 043 726
0513 (w)
Hogsback Dr Francis Brook 0636010858 hogsback@wildbirdtrust.com;

francis@wildbirdtrust.com

Stutterheim Donald Kemp 073 427 2119 donald.k@outthegreenbox.co.za
Tan Taylor 083 251 2145 ian@rancetimber.co.za
Wild Coast (Port St Johns & Sabine Von 0606786443 ntafufulodge@gmail.com

Ntafufu)

Lengeling, Armin

Mbotyi Prof Colleen Downs 082 920 2026 downs@ukzn.ac.za

KWT/Alice Peter Mather-Pike 043 740 3566; 082 924 | peter@calith.co.za
8514

Magoebaskloof/ David Letsoalo 083 568 4678 dpaletsoalo@gmail.com

Woodbush/Wolkberg/
Lekgalameetse Nature Reserve

Marianne McKenzie
Daryl van der Merwe

082 835 4185
063 601 0793

marianne@mckenzie.co.za
daryl@wildbirdtrust.com
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