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Bird Migrations

Up to 3 million Barn Swallows congregate in the reeds of the
wetland at Mount Moreland on the North Coast. Every evening
they return after a day of foraging in a spectacular 20 minute show
when they swoop and disappear into the reed bed. This is a Durban
favourite but in mid April they slowly disappear to begin their long
migration north after fattening up on our insects. Their destination
is Central Russia, somewhere between Moscow and the Urals,
where they migrate to breed in the long summer days. When it
gets chilly again and their babies have matured, they return for a
typical lazy Durban summer, acting as guides and mentors to the
juveniles to teach them the route. When you realise they only weigh
18 grams and commute about 12 000 kilometres per year (equivalent
to more than 20 trips to Joburg), the enormity of their physical
achievement is clear.
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What is known about bird migrations?

Not much but this is what we do know. It is essentially a seasonal
movement from a non-breeding area (Durban) to a breeding area
(Central Russia) then a return trip with the youngsters. This cycle
is repeated annually. Breeding birds require about 33% more energy
than non-breeding and they also have to feed their chicks so require
the longer Northern days to give them more foraging time. Other
factors necessitating migration are extreme weather conditions,
predators and a shortage of food supply. Despite the hazards of
the extremely long journeys, some small birds undertake journeys
of up to 11 000 km (one way) as they do not have any other option.
Like all survival procedures, the success is the outcome of natural
selection and most of the skills that are required are innate.

How do the birds know when to congregate and leave?

The main cue is day length which is linked to hormonal changes
in the bird. Over the summer they build up the fat deposits required
to fuel the gigantic effort. Once the days start to shorten they
become agitated, collect in groups, and then they are off.

How do they find their way?

Orientation, the direction in which they fly, is thought to be dictated
by the sun and stars and perhaps even the magnetic field of the
earth. It is believed that they recognise landmarks and smells and
may even use the earth’s magnetic field to avoid obstacles such
as the Mediterranean and other ocean crossings. They do this by
tracking over Israel, the Straits of Gibraltar or even down ltaly then
island hopping to North Africa. Having done all that they still have
to arrive at the right place like Durban or a suburb of Moscow.
Clearly they need guidance on their first trips, perhaps from their
parents, and they have a huge amount to learn and remember
along the way. Whoever coined the term ‘bird brain’ got it very
wrong, they are indeed very smart little fellows.

How high do they fly?

The big birds climb to 6000 metres and the small birds to a maximum
of 2000 metres but in reality they choose their height to make use
of favourable winds, just like airliners.

Some interesting facts about bird migration

» The bar-headed goose which is about the size of an Egyptian
Goose migrates between Russia, Northern Burma and India and
has been identified flying at an altitude of 10 000 metres over the
Himalayas.

» Most of our birds migrate within Africa moving North/South, an
example is the Rufous Cheeked Nightjar which breeds in South
Africa and winters in an area between Nigeria and the Sudan.

« Large birds such as White Storks and Buzzards migrate from
Europe to Southern Africa and must avoid the water in the
Mediterranean. They do this by flying down the coastline of Israel
so that they can continue to catch thermals and glide to conserve
energy. They also fly in ‘vee formation’ to reduce effort and
increase their speed - all this results in spectacular flying displays
over Israel and Egypt. On the other hand the Amur, Eastern Red-
footed Kestrel, is a long distance transoceanic traveller commuting
from Eastern Siberia to Southern Africa crossing the Bay of Bengal
and the Indian Ocean. It may be a straight line but what an effort.

» Sooty Shearwaters commute between the Falkland Islands where
they breed and Northern Norway, a 14 000 kilometre trip! For
some reason the Manx Shearwater does it in reverse.

» The longest one-way trip over water is done by the Bar-tailed
Godwit, 11 000 kilometres from Alaska to New Zealand. The
flight was tracked by satellite and took 9 days at an average
speed of 51 km/h.

« Finally, Canadian Geese have been taught to migrate successfully
by a naturalist in a Microlight because they believed he was their
Mother and not all birds migrate by flying, many penguins swim
up to 1000 kilometres.

Bird Walks

Join our monthly bird walks which take place on the last Saturday
of the month. For more information, please contact one of the
convenors below:

Cecil Fenwick: 031 572 2454 or 082 450 6629
Jon Buzzard: 031 563 1555 or 083 300 7118
Mike Mair: 031 261 1371 or 083 448 6449

The next few bird walks are:
24 April at 06h15: Beachwood
29 May at 06h30: DCC
26 June at 06h30: Beachwood
31 July at 06h30: DCC
28 August at 06h15: DCC



