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Abstract

Black sparrowhawks Accipiter melanoleucus have expanded their
range westwards into areas previously unsuitable due to a lack of ap-
propriate tree cover. They now occur in areas where exotic trees
(mainly Eucalyptus and Pinus species) have become established: for-
estry plantations, urban areas and infestations along rivers. This pa-
per reports the status of black sparrowhawks in the Northern Cape,
and the discovery of two nests in Pinus plantations close to Nieu-
woudtville in 2019. It is likely that this area was colonised from the
Western Cape.

Introduction

Black sparrowhawks Accipiter melanoleucus are recent arrivals in
certain parts of South Africa (Curtis and Koeslag 2004; Tate 2016).
As a mostly forest and well-developed woodland species (Curtis et al.
2005; Curtis et al. 2007) they were restricted to areas with suitable
trees of a specific density and height for breeding (Malan and Robin-
son 2001), largely in the eastern half of South Africa. Some of the ar-
eas where they now occur, and breed, were previously unsuitable
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due to a lack of appropriate tree cover. These areas have been al-
tered due to human-induced changes such as the planting of exotic
trees (Eucalyptus and Pinus spp.) for forestry purposes, the prolifera-
tion of these species outside of designated forestry areas, and the
development of urban gardens (Curtis and Koeslag 2004; Wreford
2014). It was only from the 1950’s that they established in some num-
bers on the Cape Peninsula with the first breeding records from about
1993 to the late 1990’s (Oettlé 1994; Curtis and Koeslag 2004; Curtis
et al. 2007). The Cape Peninsula previously consisted of various,
mostly treeless, Fynbos vegetation types with scattered Afromontane
Forest patches, making it largely unsuitable for black sparrowhawks.

They are now well-established in the region with numerous breeding
pairs (at least 40) both outside and within urban gardens (Curtis and
Koeslag 2004). They have also increased their distribution range from
the east into the Free State, with at least 11 breeding pairs in the city
of Bloemfontein and a total of 20 within a 100 km radius (T. McPher-
son pers. comm. 2019). Black sparrowhawks have been recorded in
all pentads around Bloemfontein especially in the pentads south and
east of Bloemfontein. They have also expanded west of Bloemfontein
with a healthy breeding population along the Modder and Riet Rivers
around the town of Jacobsdal, close to the Northern Cape border
(Julius Koen pers. obs.); breeding pairs have been well established
over the past 30-40 years (S. Squires pers. comm. 2019). All known
nests in that area are in Eucalyptus sp. trees of which some have, un-
fortunately, been destroyed by the Working for Water Programme.
From the Northern Cape border westwards, the habitat becomes un-
suitable for Black Sparrowhawk. Nests may possibly be found just
within the Northern Cape border around the town of Modder River.

In the Northern Cape, black sparrowhawks have largely been record-
ed as vagrants as indicated by the SABAP2 data (http:/
sabap2.adu.org.za). They have been seen at Kamieskroon in Nama-
qualand and more commonly around the towns of Nieuwoudtville and
Calvinia in the southwest of the province. In addition, they have also
been observed just east of the town of Garies in Namaqualand as
well as about half-way between the towns of Victoria West and Vos-
burg in the Karoo (E. Herrmann 2019 pers. comm.). In January 2019,
JK received an injured juvenile male black sparrowhawk for rehabilita-
tion purposes that was found on the golf course in the town of Lime
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Figure 1: Maps indicating the location of the Black Sparrowhawk nests in relation to the Western Cape and Northern Cape Provincial border
and the town of Niewoudtville.
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Acres (28° 22'S, 23° 27'E). This record is the furthest north for the
species in the province. No nesting or breeding records for the black
sparrowhawk are known in the Northern Cape (Hockey et al. 2005; A.
Jenkins 2019 pers. comm.; G. Tate 2019 pers. comm.).

Due to the more regular observations of black sparrowhawks in the
southwest of the Northern Cape, it was decided to focus on this area
to find nesting sites which would be the first for the Northern Cape. JK
visited the Nieuwoudstville area in March 2019 during which he raised
awareness about black sparrowhawks and tried to identify suitable
nesting areas to be visited in the breeding season. Nieuwoudtville is
on the Bokkeveld Escarpment (Fig 1.) and the vegetation is a mosaic
of various Fynbos and Renosterveld veld types with isolated patches
of Afromontane Forest vegetation. Large parts of the area have been
converted to rooibos tea croplands and grazing for livestock. Alien
trees (Pinus, Eucalyptus and Populus spp.) have also been intro-
duced to the area. These species have spread and formed patches of
different sizes which could be suitable as nesting sites for black spar-
rowhawks.

During early September 2019, JK was informed by Mandy Schumann
(Department of Environment and Nature Conservation) that two field
rangers (Johannes Afrika and Nathan Kotze) may have found a black
sparrowhawk nest on the Oorlogskloof Nature Reserve about 10km
southwest of Nieuwoudtville. The area was visited on 26 September
2019 and the nesting species was positively identified as black spar-
rowhawk. This nest is right at the entrance area to the reserve (31°
26'S, 19° 04'E). The nest is in a Pinus sp. at a height of about 13.4m
(Fig.2). Although the female (a light phase) (Fig. 3) was very territorial
and vocal around the nest, the male was not seen and only heard.

Unfortunately, there was a forest fire in the largest Pinus plantation in
the area during the site visit. This plantation was deemed to be the
most suitable breeding habitat for black sparrowhawks but plans to
search this area for further nests had to be cancelled. Another poten-
tial site was identified and visited where nest number two was found.
This nest was on the farm Hotbergfontein about 5 km south of Nie-
woudtville (31° 23'S, 19° 05'E). The nest was also in a Pinus sp. at a
height of about 12.9m (Fig. 4). The female at the nest (a dark phase)
(Fig .5) was very vocal and territorial around the nest. The male was
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Figure 2: Nest 1 at the entrance to the Oorlogskloof Nature Reserve,
Nieuwoudtville.
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Figure 3: Light phase female from nest 1.

not seen but only heard. It was suspected that both pairs were in the
latter stages of incubation or with small young.

Although only one day was spent trying to find nests, it is suspected
that there may be a healthy black sparrowhawk population in the area
as JK (pers obs.) has previously seen both adults and juveniles in the
area and a juvenile and adult bird were found dead in the town of
Nieuwoudstville, presumably killed with an air rifle (M. Schumann pers.
comm. 2019). The closest breeding record for black sparrowhawks to
Nieuwoudtville is at the Driehoek Guest Farm, 40km southeast of
Clanwilliam, Western Cape (Z. Vermaak 2019 pers. comm.) and
about 145km south of Niewoudtville. It is therefore suggested that the
Nieuwoudtville black sparrowhawk population may have been colo-
nised from the Western Cape. It is possible that black sparrowhawks
may be breeding in other suitable stands of exotic trees towards the
interior of the Northern Cape. However, no nests have been found.
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Figure 4: Nest 2 on the farm Hotbergfontein, Nieuwoudtville.



Koen and Culver: Black sparrowhawks nesting in the Northern Cape

Figure 5: Dark phase female from nest number two.
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Biodiversity Observations

The scope of Biodiversity Observations includes papers describing
observations about biodiversity in general, including animals, plants,
algae and fungi. This includes observations of behaviour, breeding
and flowering patterns, distributions and range extensions, foraging,
food, movement, measurements, habitat and colouration/plumage
variations. Biotic interactions such as pollination, fruit dispersal, her-
bivory and predation fall within the scope, as well as the use of indig-
enous and exotic species by humans. Observations of naturalised
plants and animals will also be considered. Biodiversity Observations
will also publish a variety of other interesting or relevant biodiversity
material: reports of projects and conferences, annotated checklists
for a site or region, specialist bibliographies, book reviews and any
other appropriate material. Further details and guidelines to authors
are on the journal website (https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/).
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Biodiversity Observations is powered by Open
Journal Systems (OJS) and is hosted by the
University of Cape Town Libraries. OJS is an
open source software application for managing
and publishing scholarly journals. Developed
and released by the Public Knowledge Project
in 2001, it is the most widely used open source
journal publishing platform in existence, with
over 10,000 journals using it worldwide.



https://pkp.sfu.ca/ojs/
https://pkp.sfu.ca/ojs/
http://www.lib.uct.ac.za/
https://pkp.sfu.ca/
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/

