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A Brown Snake Eagle watches for prey in the plantations of northern KwaZulu-Natal.   
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BACKGROUND 
The Southern Banded Snake Eagle (Circaetus fasciolatus), also known as the Fasciated Snake Eagle, has a narrow 
and fragmented distribution along the east coast of sub-Saharan Africa, stretching from southern Somalia to 
north-eastern South Africa (del Hoyo et al. 1994, Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001). The first specimen described 
to science by Johan Jakob Kaup in 1850 was collected near Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa which is 
approximately 100km south of its current distribution estimates. This is indicative of the large range contraction 
that Southern Banded Snake Eagles have already undergone in the recent past (Clancey 1964). It is estimated 
that the current South African population of Southern Banded Snake Eagles consists of only 50 mature 
individuals (Taylor et al. 2015). It must be noted, however, that this conservation status has been based largely 
on guesswork, due to the limited research that has been carried out on these cryptic birds (Jenkins et al. 2016, 
McPherson et al. 2017).  

BirdLife South Africa, a non-governmental organisation dedicated to conserving South Africa’s birds and their 
habitats, recognises the Southern Banded Snake Eagles as a Critically Endangered South African raptor in need 
of proactive conservation efforts to mitigate any further population declines. In order to develop and implement 
effective conservation measures that promote the long-term survival of South Africa’s Southern Banded Snake 
Eagle population, a significantly improved understanding of the species basic biology is required. To achieve this, 
BirdLife South Africa has constituted a research team, led by Dr Melissa Whitecross (Threatened Species Project 
Manager: Raptors & Large Terrestrial Birds) of the Terrestrial Bird Conservation Programme, to carry out focused 
research on Southern Banded Snake Eagles within the northern region of KwaZulu-Natal. 

Southern Banded Snake Eagles occupy the ecotone between coastal dune/sand forest and coastal lowland 
grassland (Steyn 1982). They will perch on shrubs, trees or in more recent times electrical or railway pylons 
during the early morning and watch for prey in the grassland below. Of the few breeding records that have been 
recorded (H. Chittenden pers. comm.), breeding takes place between August and October with nests built in 
large tree canopies with good cover from canopy creepers, providing a secretive location for the birds. Their 
main source of food is snakes, particularly night adders and spotted bush snakes, but they have been recorded 
capturing amphibians, lizards and small rodents as well. In the heat of the day they appear to retreat to the 
denser shadows of the coastal forest making visual detection difficult. McPherson (2017) tested different survey 
methods for Southern Banded Snake Eagles and found that the broadcast-response method was the most 
effective in terms of time spent surveying and distance covered. It was thus decided that use of this method 
would be most effective in detecting the presence of these birds, which respond well to call-back. If a response 
was detected the playing of the call was immediately halted so as not to cause undue additional stress to the 
birds in the area. 

During his survey in 2016/17, McPherson (2017) found a nest within the Mtunzini plantations owned by Mondi 
and suggested that the plantation landscape could be an overlooked area of potential refuge for Southern 
Banded Snake Eagles. Based on these sentiments, project leader Melissa Whitecross contacted Forestry South 
Africa to propose an in depth survey of the northern KwaZulu-Natal plantation matrix to determine the presence 
of raptors, particularly the Southern Banded Snake Eagle. The proposal was accepted by Forestry South Africa 
on 18 September and the survey was planned for 23 October to 4 November 2018. Plantations owned by Sappi, 
Mondi and SiyaQhubeka (SQF), as well as several private timber producers were visited. The decision was taken 
to atlas the full suite of birds seen or heard in all of the pentads surveyed as part of the Southern African Bird 
Atlas Project (SABAP2) and some information on these findings have also been included in this report. This 
document provides a detailed synopsis of the initial 
findings of the 2018 survey and proposed future plans 
for the Southern Banded Snake Eagle project. 

SURVEY TEAM 
The BirdLife South Africa 2018 Southern Banded Snake 
Eagle survey team consisted of Dr Melissa Whitecross, 
Sphamandla Junior Gabela and Caroline Howes. 
Sphamandla Junior Gabela is a talented community bird 
guide trained by BirdLife South Africa and Caroline 
Howes is volunteer currently doing her PhD on a forest-
dwelling raptor – the European Honey Buzzard.  

 



Report by BirdLife South Africa  November 2018 

4 
 

SURVEY ROUTE 
23 October: Kwambonambi Offices (Sappi & Mondi) 

24 October: Mondi Twinstreams 

25 October: Mondi Port Durnford 

26 October: Mondi Nsezi & Enseleni Nature Reserve 

27 October: Sappi Kwambonambi North and Lake eTeza 

28 October: Kwambonambi Farmers – David Davidson, Brent McMurray and Steve Grant 

29 October: Kwambonambi south (Sappi & Mondi) 

30 October: Mondi Mtubatuba & Eastern Shores, Isimangaliso Wetland Park 

31 October: SQF Dukuduku South 

1 November: Western Shores up to False Bay Nature Reserve, Isimangaliso Wetland Park 

2 November: Sappi Mtubatuba and SQF Dukuduku North/Nyalazi 

3 November: Eastern Shores, Isimangaliso Wetland Park 

4 November: Amatikulu Nature Reserve 

 

 

Overall map of plantation regions visited (highlighted in yellow) during the 2018 Southern Banded Snake Eagle 

Survey in northern KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.   
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PROJECT SUMMARY BY REGION 
The survey results have been divided into the four major plantation regions that were surveyed and maps and 
locations of the different raptors and nests located have also been included.   

MTUNZINI 
The survey team went out with Hugh Chittenden, local bird expert and author of the Roberts field guide to 
southern Africa’s birds. Hugh is a wealth of knowledge about the birds in the Mtunzini area and showed us the 
areas where he usually finds the Southern Banded Snake Eagles in and around the Mondi plantations. Only one 
Southern Banded Snake Eagle (SBSE) was located along the railway line just south of the town boundary. Hugh 
mentioned that the SBSE are often observed perching on the railway line pylons early in the morning waiting for 
retiles to come out onto the concrete sleepers and bask. From the survey data collected by Shane McPherson in 
2016/7 and confirmation from both Junior and Hugh, it is thought that there are at least three established pairs 
within the Mondi plantation region and at least one of these pairs recently successfully raised a young bird which 
was photographed two weeks before our survey in the Umlalazi Nature Reserve.  

Our survey yielded several other raptors (number of individuals indicated in parentheses) including African Fish 
Eagle (2), African Harrier-Hawk (1), Black-chested Snake Eagle (1), Common Buzzard (2), Long-crested Eagle (4), 
Palm-nut Vulture (2), and Yellow-billed Kite (3).  

 

A natural corridor of indigenous forest within the Mondi plantation near Mtunzini acts as an important refuge 
for wildlife. 

The protected area of coastal dune forest and shrubland that lies adjacent to the Mondi plantations is a vital 
foraging site for several of these raptors, including the SBSE which have been recorded foraging there on 
numerous occasions. The natural, unforested drainage lines which connect to the bigger natural area along the 
coast provide good habitat for a diversity of birds, not just raptors and are certainly an important conservation 
space for biodiversity to thrive within the larger transformed landscape surrounding the town of Mtunzini.   
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Figure 1. The Mondi plantations to the south of Mtunzini were surveyed along the path indicated in blue and 
raptors located are indicated by the circles.  

 

PORT DURNFORD 
The Mondi Port Durnford plantations south-east of the N2 were thoroughly surveyed, however, no Southern 
Banded Snake Eagles were detected using call-back. The weather conditions were clear and clam and we suspect 
that no birds were occupying the surveyed area during the survey. That is not to say that the birds do not use 
the area in the Port Durnford region as we have received several sightings submissions of individuals foraging 
near this plantation. The natural habitat in this plantation is mostly swamp forest or open grazing lands operated 
by the neighbouring communities with very few large trees. We were unable to survey the plantations to the 
north-west of the N2, however, this area will definitely be targeted in future surveys as the patches of remaining 
natural habitat look promising for SBSE occupancy, particularly those bordering the ESKOM high-voltage 
transmission line servitudes. We are working closely with Eskom to ensure that all power infrastructure in the 
area is fitted with appropriate electrocution mitigation measures.  

Raptors located in this survey included Black-chested Snake Eagle (1), Common Buzzard (4), Jackal Buzzard (4) 
and Yellow-billed Kite (5). 

 

A Jackal Buzzard surveys 
the railway line near the 
Port Durnford plantation.  

Photos: Melissa Whitecross  
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Figure 2. The Mondi plantations in the Port Durnford area were surveyed and all raptors located are indicated 
by the circles.  

KWAMBONAMBI 
The greater Kwambonambi region was the most productive region in terms of finding SBSE with a total of five 
potential territories identified throughout the area. A pair of SBSE were observed in a patch of natural forest 
bordering the Nsezi Lake opposite to the Mondi Sawmill. This pair almost certainly had a nest within this natural 
patch of forest which lay adjacent to a newly planted forestry compartment. We had a strong response to the 
call back with both the male and female coming into view and displaying over the forest compartment for 
approximately 20 minutes after playback was broadcast.  

 

The pair of Southern Banded Snake Eagles located near the Nsezi plantations. Photographs taken through the 
Zeiss scope used to view the birds from a distance of 400m. 
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Raptors observed in the Nsezi plantations, private farms and adjacent Enseleni Nature Reserve included African 
Fish Eagle (3), Crowned Eagle (1), African Harrier-Hawk (1), Black-chested Snake Eagle (1), Brown Snake Eagle 
(1), Common Buzzard (3), Jackal Buzzard (1), Long-crested Eagle (1), Palm-nut Vulture (1), Western Osprey (4), 
Yellow-billed Kite (12).  

The southern section of the Kwamonambi plantations was surveyed across the Sappi, Mondi and privately 
owned timber plots. Unfortunately the weather conditions during this section of the survey were extremely 
windy and the broadcast survey was not heard beyond 100m, thus the notable lack of birds in this area is more 
likely due to climate conditions rather than habitat availability or true absence of this species. There are several 
records of the birds in this area and the survey team were unlucky not to connect with any of them. One of the 
local farmers in this area located a Southern Banded Snake Eagle while we were nearby and sent us the 
coordinates via Whatsapp (-28.622, 32,055). Getting landowners involved and aware of this species will greatly 
assist us in monitoring their presence across the region.  

Other raptors located through this section included African Cuckoo-Hawk (1), African Fish Eagle (2), Black 
Sparrowhawk (3), Black-chested Snake Eagle (3), Brown Snake Eagle (1), Common Buzzard (8), Long-crested 
Eagle (1), Palm-nut Vulture (1), Wahlberg’s Eagle (2), and Yellow-billed Kite (12).  

 

A Black-chested Snake Eagle and African Cuckoo-Hawk observed during this year’s survey in the Kwambonambi 
forestry area. 

The team visited the Amangwe Forest within the Mondi Plantation matrix and successfully located the pair of 
Southern Banded Snake Eagles which occupy this territory as had been suggested by several of the plantation 
staff. This patch of mature forest is in good condition with many large trees and dense forest vegetation. The 
nearby drainage line which provides suitable open foraging habitat is also likely to be driving this pair’s success 
within the plantation matrix (Figure 3).  

The northern part of the Kwambonambi plantation operated mostly by Sappi held at least two territories for 
Southern banded Snake Eagles which were identified by responses to the broadcast played for less than one 
minute. The large iMfolozi flood plain which feeds into the natural drainage lines is likely providing access to a 
good food source of frogs and snakes which make up more than 80% of the SBSE diet (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. The Mondi, Sappi and private timber producers’ plantations throughout the Kwambonambi region 
were surveyed and raptors located are indicated by the circles. Southern Banded Snake Eagles observed are 
indicated by stars.  

Other raptors observed within this section of the plantation included African Harrier-Hawk (1), Black-chested 
Snake Eagle (3), Common Buzzard (3), Long-crested Eagle (2), Palm-nut Vulture (1), and Yellow-billed Kite (3). An 
active Long-crested Eagle nest was located in this section (-28.530, 32.177) in a large, dead gum skeleton 
surrounded by smaller gum trees which still had leaves. A potential Crowned Eagle nest was also located but not 
active (-28.525, 32.170).  

 

Long-crested Eagle with young chick begging for food located in the northern region of the Kwambonambi 
block. 
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MTUBATUBA, DUKUDUKU AND NYALAZI 
The Dukuduku and Nyalazi forest blocks which fall within the greater Isimangaliso Wetland Park were surveyed 
extensively. Unfortunately weather conditions were once again difficult to contend with as howling winds and 
heavy rainfall prevented the team from conducting successful broadcast surveys. Visual surveys did not yield 
any SBSE within the plantations, however, several other raptor species were recorded. The highlight was a 
juvenile Ayre’s Hawk-Eagle located near the southern boundary of the Dukuduku area, as well as a nesting 
Yellow-billed Kite with a chick present near the main offices. Three SBSE were located in the Eastern Shores 
section of Isimangaliso Wetland Park. 

 

Juvenile Ayre’s Hawk-Eagle observed in the SiyaQhubeka Dukuduku plantation. 

Raptors located within this area included African Cuckoo-Hawk (2), African Fish Eagle (1), African Goshawk (1), 
African Harrier-Hawk (2), Ayre’s Hawk-Eagle (1), Bateleur (2), Black-chested Snake Eagle (2), Brown Snake Eagle 
(1), Common Buzzard (18), Jackal Buzzard (1), Little Sparrowhawk (2), Long-crested Eagle (5), Wahlberg’s Eagle 
(2), and Yellow-billed Kite (26).  

 

Yellow-billed Kite nest located near the SiyaQhubeka Offices with a chick present. 
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Figure 4. The Mondi, SiyaQhubeka and Sappi plantations throughout the Mtubatuba, Dukuduku and Nyalazi 
regions were surveyed along the path indicated in blue and raptors located are indicated by the circles. Southern 
Banded Snake Eagles are indicated by stars.  

BIRD DIVERSITY THROUGHOUT THE PLANTATIONS 
The survey team were remarkably surprised at the high levels of bird diversity within the plantation landscape. 
The perception of many lay-birders is that plantations hold low levels of avian diversity and this is a perception 
which could do with some re-branding. Throughout the survey, the team actively atlassed all areas visited – this 
forms part of the Southern African Bird Atlas Project (SABAP2) which measures the presence of species across 
the region in pentads (9km x 9km squares). SABAP2 commenced in July 2007 and has provided important 
information on the presence and absence of bird species over time. The survey team recorded the presence of 
all bird species on both call and visual detection. Full protocol atlas cards were completed for 22 pentads; eight 
of which were new for the 2018 coverage map and three which had not been atlassed in the last three years. 
Overall, we recorded 257 species including some real highlights such as Lesser Frigatebird, Ayre's Hawk-Eagle, 
Grey Waxbill, Neergard's Sunbird, African Emerald Cuckoo, African Finfoot, Half-collared Kingfisher, Crowned 
Eagle, and of course, Southern Banded Snake Eagles. Involving bird clubs and citizen scientists in annual atlas 
counts of the plantations could provide a great community involvement project for the forestry industry and 
one which BirdLife South Africa would be willing to support and assist in coordinating. This could be conducted 
as a weekend event which draws teams from across the country in to come and survey areas that they would 
ordinarily not visit and provide an opportunity for presentations from forestry and conservation to take place to 
a captive audience. 
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COLLABORATION BETWEEN BIRDLIFE SOUTH AFRICA AND THE FORESTRY INDUSTRY 
BirdLife South Africa strives to conserve birds, their habitats and biodiversity through scientifically-based 
programmes, through supporting the sustainable and equitable use of natural resources and by encouraging 
people to enjoy and value nature. In order to achieve the above we recognise the importance of developing 
collaborations with major industry players who have the potential to transform natural landscapes that may 
have an impact on South Africa’s bird species.  

Forestry is an important contributor towards South Africa’s annual gross domestic product (GDP) and occupies 
1% (1.2 million hectares) of South Africa’s land surface. Within the forestry landscape, 25% of South Africa’s 
indigenous forests are conserved. In KwaZulu-Natal, 5.34% of the province (488,591hectares) falls under the 
management of forestry, which is 40% of South Africa's land cover currently under commercial forestry, with a 
4.4% contribution to the region’s GDP. The forestry industry has shown an interest in promoting biodiversity 
conservation within their landscapes by only planting 70% of a selected area with timber species and leaving the 
other 30% as intact natural landscapes. BirdLife South Africa recognises the potential for a significant 
collaboration with the forestry industry to promote the continued survival of biodiversity, in particular birds 
within these remnant patches of indigenous forest.  

FORESTRY AS A CONSERVATION LANDSCAPE 
Conservation efforts globally are shifting towards a landscape-level approach that is more inclusive of all role-
players and stakeholders within a given focus area. This includes activities related to communities and industry 
that may boarder or overlap with natural areas that contain important biodiversity.  

South Africa is a signatory to the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD), a multilateral treaty with three main aims: 
(1) the conservation of biological diversity, (2) the sustainable use of the components of biological diversity, and 
(3) the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising out of the utilization of genetic resources. The CBD 
entered into force on 29 December 1993. 

Following on from the CBD, a strategic plan for biodiversity from 2011-2020 was developed and includes the 
Aichi Biodiversity Targets set out to ensure the implementation of these targets through measurable outcomes. 
The Aichi Biodiversity Targets recognise that conservation landscapes do not necessarily need to be made up of 
entirely formally protected areas, but can be a matrix of conservation spaces with varying levels of protection 
for biodiversity. Aichi Target 11 states that an ‘other effective area-based conservation measure’ (OECM) is 
defined as follows:  

A geographically defined space, not recognised as a protected area, which is governed and managed over the 
long-term in ways that deliver the effective in-situ conservation of biodiversity, with associated ecosystem 
services and cultural and spiritual values. 

BirdLife South Africa recognises that engaging industry role-players such as Forestry South Africa, Mondi, 
SiyaQhubeka and Sappi, is an important step in developing a potential OECM landscape that will benefit the 
conservation of biodiversity in the northern region of KwaZulu-Natal, while still enabling for economically viable 
activities to take place which create job opportunities for the surrounding communities. Natural corridors of 
coastal forest currently persist within the plantation landscape, often due to unsuitable timber growing 
conditions along drainage lines. By utilising these intact corridors to link natural patches of remaining coastal 
forest, plantation managers will be facilitating the movement of animals between fragmented patches of natural 
forest which will enhance population viability through increased genetic diversity and maintenance of important 
ecological processes which rely on larger natural patch connectivity to take place.  

FLAGSHIP SPECIES CONCEPT 
The concept of using a flagship/sentinel species to promote the conservation of a group of species or a specific 
habitat is well established. A flagship species can be used to “act as an ambassador, icon or symbol for a defined 
habitat, issue, campaign or environmental issue” and the underlying principle is that “by raising the profile of a 
particular species, it can successfully leverage more support for biodiversity conservation at large in a particular 
context”. Flagship species should be charismatic, should appeal to the target audience, capture the imagination 
of the public and “induce people to support conservation action and/or donate funds”. 

SOUTHERN BANDED SNAKE EAGLE AS A FLAGSHIP SPECIES FOR COASTAL FORESTS 
The Southern Banded Snake Eagle (SBSE), a Critically Endangered bird of prey, is only found in the coastal forests 
of northern KwaZulu-Natal within South Africa and is also an apex predator within this ecosystem. It is therefore 
a suitable flagship species to represent the conservation of the coastal forest ecosystem as its presence is 
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indicative of a healthy, balanced environment where sufficient prey are available to support this forest specialist. 
Using the SBSE to raise awareness about the loss of coastal forests and their associated biodiversity will provide 
an opportunity to develop education material in both English and isiZulu which can be distributed to local 
communities and schools to increase awareness about this valuable ecosystem and hopefully instil a sense of 
value for the conservation of these forests.  

 

Southern Banded Snake Eagle in the coastal forests of northern KwaZulu-Natal. Photo: Jo Balmer. 
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ABOUT BIRDLIFE SOUTH AFRICA AND THE GLOBAL BIRDLIFE PARTNERSHIP 
BirdLife South Africa is the only dedicated bird conservation organisation in South Africa. Its focus is the 
conservation of indigenous birds and their habitats through effective and responsible advocacy, action and 
education, informed by scientifically-based research and monitoring. BirdLife South Africa is a registered non-
profit (001-298 NPO), public benefit organisation (930 004 518), with about 6 000 members in more than 30 bird 
clubs throughout South Africa.  

BirdLife South Africa aims to save species (including through the prevention of extinctions and through keeping 
common birds common), conserve sites and habitats, encourage ecological sustainability and empower people 
for positive change. There are two main conservation programmes within BirdLife South Africa: species and 
habitat conservation. Species conservation is achieved through the Seabird Conservation Programme and the 
Terrestrial Bird Conservation Programme.  
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BirdLife South Africa is part of the BirdLife International Partnership, a global network of more than 120 partners, 
widely recognised as the world’s most effective conservation alliance. The BirdLife International strategic 
approach is based on a pyramid structure with the long-term empowering of people underpinning the 
immediate and urgent need to conserve sites and habitats, as well as to save species. At the last BirdLife 
International World Congress in 2013 in Ottawa, Canada, BirdLife South Africa received a prestigious Partner 
Award: important global recognition of BirdLife South Africa’s work.  

BirdLife South Africa has 37 staff members based around South Africa, managed from its head office in 
Johannesburg. The organisation’s finances are audited annually by KPMG.   
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