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The Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris is a medium-sized granivorous and frugivorous bird
(Craig 2005), with a native range across large parts of Europe and western Asia. It was intro-
duced to Cape Town in 1899, colonising the Cape region during the early 20th century (Win-
terbottom & Liversidge 1954). Since then, the species has continued to systematically extend
its range into South Africa (Craig 2005). Using the available data in SABAP2, collected over
the last 10 years (July 2007 - June 2017), we present a summary of the species presence in South
Africa and its progressive expansion into the Gauteng Province specifically.

The number of pentads (5’x5’ geographical grids used in SABAP2) reporting the presence
of the Common Starling in the country appears to be relatively stable over the period assessed:
739 pentads in the 2016/17 period compared to 677 pentads in 2008/09, with a peak in 2009/10
and 2010/11 (Table 1). A notable exception to this is the period 2007/08, where only 383 pen-
tads reported the Common Starling (Table 1, Figure 1). This appears to be due to the low
sampling effort at that stage, given the high percentage of all sampled pentads that this figure
represented for that period (Table 1, bracketed figure). Despite a stable numerical pentad rep-
resentation, the species appears to still be expanding some of its range, as shown by the large
numbers of previously unoccupied pentads reporting the Starling over time (Table 1). The
overall proportion of pentads reporting the Starling shows a steady decline over the period,
which would likely be attributed to increases in the overall SABAP sampling effort (of Starling
absent pentads) outpacing the species range expansion. Across its range, the Common Starling
appears to have a relatively consistent abundance over time (as represented by the Starling’s
reporting rate, Table 1).

The slight declines in the species range and abundance over the 10 years indicate that the
presence of the species in an area does not necessarily result in long-term persistence. A sim-
ilar decline is observed for the Starling in the United States, following a very rapid period of
initial colonisation (Sauer et al. 2008). The expansion of the Starling’s range appears to be miti-
gated numerically by its contraction elsewhere in the country, resulting in the stable numbers of
Starling-reporting pentads seen in Table 1. As such, the colonising behaviour of the Common
Starling in South Africa appears to be one of venturing into new territory, with a lag period
of decline in less suitable areas where it may not be able to persist. A possible explanation of
the high expansion rate is the general tendency to move along pathways of lower resistance,
such as lower elevation terrain that is preferably under cropland or pasture (with the contrary
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Figure 1: Reporting rates of the Common Starling across pentads (5’X5’ geographical grids) in
South Africa, in July 2007 - June 2008 (A) and July 2016 - June 2017 (B). Different colours denote
reporting rates, presented as percentage of all record cards completed in each given pentad.

causing a greatly slowed expansion, such as in the Iberian Peninsula, Ferrer et al. 1991).

Common Starling in Gauteng

In Gauteng, the Common Starling first made an appearance in 1986 (Boucher 2018), but con-
sistent reporting of the species in the region did not begin until the early 21st century. A recent
arrival, the Starling is already making steady range gains, being reported in “new” Gauteng
pentads in each data period (Table 2). With the increasing number of pentads reporting the
Starling, the average reporting rate for the species across the province is showing an obvious
rise (Table 2). Such an expansion pattern resembles the initial phases of the Starling’s colonisa-
tion of the country at large, as discussed previously - quick gains in range.

The reporting rate for the Starling across Gauteng as a whole averages only 0.18 % for the
10 years, reflecting the novel status that the species still holds in the province. The increase in
Starling reporting rates is not statistically significant at this stage, despite their apparent growth
(ANOVA single factor test; F(9,2647) = 1.627, p = 0.102). A likely explanation of this is the very
high variability observed in the annual averages (Table 2).

From the growing reporting rates and increasing variability, it can be noted that the lag
period of decline following rapid territory colonisation seen for the Common Starling in South
Africa as a whole is not yet identified in Gauteng, but may follow on in the years to come.

Assessing a variety of land uses found in Gauteng, the Starling’s presence is consistently
below 1 % throughout (when pentads are averaged by share of land-use type), not being re-
ported at all in pentads with agriculture comprising over 60 % of land use (Table 3). This
finding supports the attribution of the traditionally farmland-inhabiting Common Starling’s
decline in Europe to the intensification of agricultural areas (Donald et al. 2001).

While sampling effort has increased over the years of the atlas, as awareness of and interest
in the project grows, the range expansion of the Common Startling in Gauteng appears to not
simply be a function of that effort - rather, we believe it reflects an actual increase in the num-
ber of pentads in which it occurs, which is supported by the growing percentage of sampled
pentads reporting the species (Table 2).
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Table 1: Range expansion and abundance of the Common Starling in South Africa, for July-June
annual periods in 10 years of SABAP2 sampling (July 2007 - June 2017).

Year perioda Pentadsb Newc Reporting rated

2007/08 383 (19.8) 383 50 ± 45
2008/09 677 (15.9) 423 52 ± 45
2009/10 864 (16.6) 334 52 ± 43
2010/11 865 (15.9) 251 53 ± 44
2011/12 843 (15.6) 191 52 ± 43
2012/13 759 (14.8) 124 51 ± 44
2013/14 636 (12.2) 83 47 ± 44
2014/15 659 (12.0) 82 48 ± 44
2015/16 804 (13.4) 106 46 ± 43
2016/17 736 (12.2) 72 45 ± 43

a(July - June)
bNumber of pentads with Starlings (as % of sampled pentads)
cNumber of new pentads with Starlings
dReporting rate across Starling-reporting pentads (mean % ± SD)

General conclusions

In South Africa, the Common Starling appears to be following an shifting distribution pattern,
as it expands into new territory and establishes its presence. From the pattern of expansion,
it is possible to speculate a future Starling distribution that spans the entire country and sub-
region, albeit an uncertain long-term persistence there. Whether it is able to colonise into more
“unfavourable” regions (such as the dry Northern Cape Province) remains to be established.
The species is expected to be most abundant in areas where agriculture is a prominent, but
not dominant, land use (Table 3), indicating an avoidance for what is likely to be intensified
farmland (cf. Donald et al. 2001). However, more work is needed to disentangle the potential
impact of sampling effort on the resultant reporting rate of the Starling.

With regards to Gauteng, the future of the Common Starling is challenging to determine,
as the observations are of a trend arguably in its initial phases. However, some extrapolations
can be made. The open grassland of pre-settlement Gauteng would have been prohibitive to
Common Starling colonisation, but the conditions for colonisation have since changed. Its diet
of insects and fruits is well-suited to the now-afforested expanses of Gauteng cities (Schäffler
& Swilling 2012), as is its preference of cavities for nesting. If its preference for areas with
intermediate levels of agriculture, settlement, and land transformation persist, the species will
continue increasing in both range and abundance across the province (which features a large
proportion of relatively densely settled and transformed spaces). Therefore, it is likely that the
species increase in Gauteng will become significant over time.

The Common Starling has been described as having the potential to disrupt natural pro-
cesses such as seed dispersal (Richardson et al. 1996); however, not much work has been pub-
lished on these impacts in the Cape region. The Starling is also thought to be able to displace
cavity-nesting birds in southern Africa through nesting competition, as it does with the Olive
Woodpecker Mesopicos griseocephalus (van der Merwe 1984). On the other hand, in the intro-
duced range around New York City, there is little evidence to attribute a decline in cavity-
nesting native species to competition with the Starling (Koenig 2003). Therefore, the impact of
Starling on other bird species in Gauteng (many themselves occurring in increased abundance
due to anthropogenic change) is difficult to predict. A further consideration is that alien birds
are known to form positive as well as negative interactions with not only native birds, but also
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Table 2: Range expansion and abundance of Common Starling in Gauteng, for July-June annual
periods in 10 years of SABAP2 sampling (July 2007 - June 2017).

Year perioda Pentadsb Newc Reporting rated

2007/08 1 (0.5) 1 0.02 ± 0.30
2008/09 4 (1.5) 3 0.06 ± 0.50
2009/10 1 (0.4) 1 0.05 ± 0.86
2010/11 1 (0.4) 1 0.07 ± 1.20
2011/12 4 (1.5) 2 0.39 ± 3.82
2012/13 4 (1.6) 1 0.05 ± 0.48
2013/14 4 (1.4) 3 0.18 ± 1.69
2014/15 7 (2.5) 3 0.35 ± 2.68
2015/16 8 (2.9) 5 0.21 ± 1.96
2016/17 10 (3.7) 1 0.46 ± 3.19

a(July - June)
bNumber of pentads with Starlings (as % of sampled pentads)
cNumber of new pentads with Starlings
dReporting rate across all Gauteng pentads (mean % ± SD)

Table 3: Reporting rate (%) for Common Starling in Gauteng within pentads containing differ-
ent land-use types, averaged for all pentads of each type found in the province.

Land-use Share of pentada Reporting rateb

Agriculture < 10 0.1
> 40 0.3
> 60 0.0

Natural > 60 0.1
Settlement > 60 0.3
Highly transformed > 10 0.7
aShare of pentad occupied by land-use (%)
b(%)

other “aliens” (Rosenzweig 2001; Orchan et al. 2013). This is important to note, as highly trans-
formed environments such as Gauteng contain numerous “alien species” (Symes et al. 2017).
As its distribution expands, the Starling may engage in competition for resources with other
species in Gauteng, or it may expand to fill a vacant niche (a controversial concept in itself,
Lekevicius 2009). If the Common Starling is to follow the footsteps of the Rose-ringed Parakeet
Psittacula krameri, an alien species preceding it in Gauteng by a few decades, impacts on “in-
digenous” birds are predicted to be minimal to insignificant (Ivanova 2017). In attempting to
quantify impact, and given that the species is a successful “invader” elsewhere in the world,
we suggest that the Common Starling is one to closely monitor.

Public responses to exotic species are often emotive (Gozlan et al. 2013), and may lack
credibility altogether when there is either little scientific evidence or when scientific evidence
is ignored. From the trends found so far, it is clear that in the South African context much
research is still needed to understand the complexities of changing bird communities in the face
of rapid anthropogenic change. Indeed the clarification of numerous terms, and the context in
which they are applied in this field of research, are frequently inconsistent and need attention
(e.g. invasive and alien, as defined by Richardson et al. 2011). Furthermore, this topic needs
informed public engagement to help prevent misinformation on complex ecological processes.
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A wealth of information in the form of citizen science SABAP data remains to be mined in
helping understand these processes.
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