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Aggregations of African Black Oystercatchers in remote
coastal areas of the Northern Cape Province, South
Africa
Louise Geldenhuys Northern Cape Department of Environment and Nature Conservation, Private Bag
X16, Springbok, 8240

Abstract

Counts of African Black Oystercatchers along the Northern Cape Coastline, excluding the Na-
maqua National Park, were conducted during August and November of 2015, 2016 and 2017.
An average of 387 oystercatchers were counted in this area. The area between Port Nolloth and
Kleinsee accounted for 46 % of oystercatchers counted, and this relatively undisturbed and
remote area could be an important site for the conservation of oystercatchers in South Africa.

Introduction

The African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini is endemic to southern Africa, and breeds
in the narrow coastal zone and on the offshore islands from southern Namibia to southern
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa (Hockey et al. 2003, Underhill 2014). Adults are monogamous
and territorial, and will stay in their territory for life, but pre-breeding juveniles migrate be-
tween 150 and 2000 km during the first few years of their lives, after which they return to find
a territory close to where they hatched. African Black Oystercatchers feed during low tide, and
aggregate at specific roost sites during high tides (Figure 1). During the breeding season breed-
ing birds do not join these roosts, and the aggregations of birds at roosts consists of juveniles
and immature non-breeding birds. These aggregations of non-breeding birds usually feed in
the vicinity of the roost (Rao et al. 2014).

The sites of these roosts stay more or less constant over years, and the conservation of these
sites is important for the long-term survival of the species (Rao et al. 2014). The locations of
these roost sites have previously been identified through aerial surveys of the coastline between
Elands Bay in South Africa and the Kunene River at the border of Namibia and Angola (Rao et
al. 2014). This paper presents more recent (2015-2017) observations of aggregations of African
Black Oystercatchers in the Northern Cape Province.

The conservation status of the African Black Oystercatcher has recently been changed from
Near Threatened to Least Concern, following an increase in numbers (BirdLife International
2017). This change in threat status can be attributed to an overall increase in population size;
this, in turn, is attributed to a massive increase in food resources as a result of the invasion of
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the coastline by the Mediterranean Mussel Mytilus galloprovincialis, the sensitive management
of the offshore islands along the South African and Namibian coastlines, and the exclusion of
off-road vehicles from the coastline of South Africa (Underhill 2014).

Figure 1: A group of 39 African Black Oystercatchers between Port Nolloth and Kleinsee.

Northern Cape African Black Oystercatcher surveys: 2015 to 2017

African Black Oystercatcher numbers and locations were recorded during the annual Northern
Cape coastal audits. Counts were conducted from 4x4 vehicles traveling as close to the coastline
as possible. Counts were done throughout the day, and not exclusively during high tide. The
area surveyed was divided into a northern and southern section (Figures 2 and 3), and each
section was surveyed twice (northern section 2015 and 2017, and southern section 2015 and
2016). The area of the Namaqua National Park was excluded from these surveys.

In the northern section (Orange River Mouth to Kleinsee), totals of 290 and 364 oyster-
catchers were counted in 2015 and 2017 respectively. In the southern section (Western Cape
boundary to Kleinsee), totals of 80 and 39 oystercatchers were counted in 2015 and 2016, re-
spectively.

For the entire Northern Cape coastline, excluding the Namaqua National Park, 370 oyster-
catchers were counted in the combined two sections in 2015, and 403 oystercatchers in the two
sections in 2016 and 2017 combined. These totals are much greater than previously reported for
oystercatchers between the Orange and Olifants Rivers as a total of 86 (1978-1980) and 79 (1997-
2002) (Underhill 2014). It is not known if this difference is due to the differences in observation
methods used, or if it is a reflection of an increase in oystercatcher numbers. It is more likely
to be the latter; for example, on Robben Island, mean oystercatcher numbers increased from c.
120 in 2002 to 345 in 2012 to 516 in 2017 (Spiby 2012; Bukola Braimoh unpubl. observations).

Aggregation areas

In the northern section there were seven observations of groups of 10 or more oystercatchers in
2015, and 11 groups in 2017 (Figure 2). There were two groups of 10 or more oystercatchers in
the southern section in 2015, and none in 2016 (Figure 3). Two of these aggregations occurred at
the same place during both surveys (Figure 2), and these sites should be considered important
for oystercatcher conservation. The area between Port Nolloth and Kleinsee appears to be an
important area for aggregating oystercatchers, with an average of 46 % of the total number of
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Figure 2: Oystercatcher counts in the northern section of the Northern Cape coastline in 2015
and 2017. Groups of ten or more are reflected by the orange circles (size correspond to group
size). Large black circles indicates areas where groups were found in the same area in the
different years.
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Figure 3: Oystercatcher counts in the southern section of the Northern Cape coastline in 2015
and 2016. Groups of ten or more are reflected by orange circles. There were no groups of ten or
more observed in 2016.
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oystercatcers in the Northern Cape (excluding Namaqua National Park) found in this area. This
area is also currently relatively undisturbed. While access is restricted by De Beers, no active
mining is currently taking place, unlike the areas between Alexander Bay and Port Nolloth,
and between Kleinsee and the Spoeg River Mouth, where intensive coastal diamond mining is
taking place.
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