MONITORING WATTLED CRANE NUMBERS AND BREEDING IN THE OKAVANGO DELTA

P. Hancock


The Wattled Crane Bugeranus carunculatus is regarded as vulnerable in Botswana, and in 1996 Urban estimated the Botswana population to number between 1,400 and 3,000 birds. Comprehensive, systematic, aerial surveys conducted during August, 2001 and August, 2002, in the Okavango Delta showed that the population is significantly smaller at approximately 1,220; nevertheless this is the largest single population of Wattled Cranes remaining in Africa. The bulk of the population is distributed along the Jao/Boro waterway, outside the protection of Moremi Game Reserve.


During both aerial surveys (2001 and 2002), numerous nests were found, extrapolating to a total of approximately 100 each year, which is low relative to the number of breeding pairs counted. Nests were situated in seasonally inundated grasslands and floodplains. Monitoring of breeding success after the aerial survey (egg hatching and chick survival) indicated relatively high mortality rates, apparently due to natural predation e.g. by spotted hyena, python. This was substantiated by chick:adult counts towards the end of the breeding season, that showed a similar low ratio. It is not known whether this is ‘normal’ or not.


Nevertheless, the Okavango population appears relatively stable, with no obvious widespread man-induced threats at present.
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