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Abstract

Though recent research has explored the negative impact of human
infrastructure on large waterbirds, few studies have examined behav-
ioural byproducts such as roosting or nesting on transmission wires.
Here, we document our observation of a joint roost of White-breasted
Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus and African Darter Anhinga rufa on
transmission lines in the Western Cape, South Africa. We highlight cur-
rent gaps in understanding communal roosting, joint roosts between
species, and roosting on infrastructure, and provide recommendations
for future directions of study.

Key words: communal roosting, electricity cables, infrastructure roost-
ing, waterbirds, South Africa.
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Introduction

White-breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus and African Darter
Anhinga rufa are large waterbird species, both widespread across sub-
Saharan Africa and considered Least Concern by the IUCN (IUCN
2020). White-breasted Cormorant is common in salt and freshwater
habitats ranging from coastal to wetland and riverine (Chittenden et al.
2016). African Darter is locally common in freshwater bodies and wet-
lands, preferring open, slow-moving water with vegetated or rocky
banks (Chittenden et al. 2016).

Both species are nomadic in response to changing water quality and
levels and are somewhat gregarious at breeding and roosting sites, of-
ten aggregating in mixed flocks with other large piscivorous birds
(Chittenden et al. 2016; Sinclair et al. 2011). Inland, White-breasted
Cormorant and African Darter often form mixed breeding colonies, to-
gether with Reed Cormorant Microcarbo africanus, African Spoonbill
Platalea alba, and herons (Tarboton 1977; Chittenden et al. 2016).
Roosting of White-breasted Cormorant and African Darter in natural
structures such as trees, bushes or large reedbeds has been previous-
ly reported as common (Chittenden et al. 2016).

Volume 1 of the Handbook of the Birds of the World lists four cormo-
rant species (Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo, Brandt's Cormo-
rant P. penicillatus, Double-crested Cormorant P. auritus and Neotropic
Cormorant P. brasilianus) as “capable of perching on cables” (del Hoyo
et al. 1992, p. 330), however, this statement is made without refer-
ences. From the context, it is also not clear whether roosting (as op-
posed to simply perching) on cables was reported. There are few men-
tions of cormorants roosting on electricity transmission infrastructure
(Bartholomew 1943, Brown & Lawson 1989). Perhaps the best-
documented incidence stems from the city of Orleans, Massachusetts,
in the United States, where guano from a large roost of Double-crested
Cormorant on power lines resulted in a court case and the subsequent
removal of the infrastructure (Genter 2019). Still, there appear to be no
formal and easily accessible accounts of any species of cormorant or
darter roosting on transmission lines.
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Figure 1. Maps and photos showing location of communal roost. A) Location of Western Cape in South Africa. B) Map showing the location of the roost
within the Western Cape; the red star represents the roost location. C) Map of the area where White-breasted Cormorant and African Darter were
observed roosting. D and E) Photos showing habitat where roost was observed. Photo credits: Karis Daniel and Itxaso Quintana.
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This note reports an observation of a joint roost of White-breasted Cor-
morants and African Darters on electricity transmission lines in the
Western Cape, South Africa.

Methods

Over the period 26 to 29 June 2020, we conducted a road trip dedicat-
ed to data collection for the Virtual Museum (vmus.adu.org.za), and es-
pecially for BirdPix (the section of the Virtual Museum dedicated to the
curation of bird distribution data), in the northern arm of the Western
Cape. We stopped regularly to photograph birds.

On both 26 and 29 June we travelled along minor roads to the west of

the N7, the national road from Cape Town to Namibia. We carried out

fieldwork between the ocean and the N7, in the area between Citrusdal
in the south and Klawer in the north (Fig. 1).

Results

On both 26 and 29 June we passed a small farm dam, overgrown with
Phragmites reeds, alongside the road numbered R365 and close to the
Bergvallei River, near Paleisheuwel. The road served rural communi-
ties in a broad valley, and had little traffic (Fig. 1). An 11kV electricity
rural transmission line (see figure 2.14 in Scott 1992) ran along the
east side of the road and over the dam.

On 26 June, both White-breasted Cormorants and African Darters were
observed on this dam, as well as on numerous other small dams in the
valley. No more than two birds were present at each locality.

On 29 June 2020, at 17h45 (dusk), we encountered a mixed flock of
these two species gathering to roost on the 11kV transmission line.
The roost was directly above the dam (32.512°S, 18.711°E; Fig. 1).
Surrounding habitat consisted primarily of farmland, with fields used for
crops (mainly potatoes) and grazing, and included several farm dams
and scrubby natural vegetation (Fig. 1). In total, 34 White-breasted
Cormorants and 30 African Darters were seen roosting together on
transmission lines (Fig. 2). Numbers reflect our best estimates from
photographs; actual totals may have differed slightly because birds
continued to fly in and out as we left. The two records are curated in

Biodiversity Observations (2020) 11.5: 1-7

the BirdPix section of the Virtual Museum: White-breasted Cormorant
and African Darter.

Discussion

Choice of roost site

The valley itself contained large Eucalyptus trees, some within 1 km of
the observed roosting site (Fig. 1). Inland cormorants and darters roost
mainly on trees (Doug Harebottle pers. comm) and both White-
breasted Cormorant and African Darter have also been documented
breeding in Eucalyptus (Smith 1974). There is no obvious explanation
as to why the birds chose to roost on transmission wires instead of on
the available trees. Given the small numbers of birds at each of the
farm dams in the valley, a roost of this size must host White-breasted
Cormorants and African Darters from a reasonably large surrounding
area, with birds dispersing several kilometres during the day to forage.
In light of this, the choice of transmission lines remains puzzling. Spec-
ulative suggestions include that the birds preferentially roost above wa-
ter, or, perhaps more intriguingly, transmission lines may be perceived
as providing increased protection from predators.

Waterbirds utilizing electricity transmission line infrastructure

Few studies have described waterbirds utilizing transmission lines, es-
pecially for roosting. Bartholomew (194 3) described large groups of
cormorants roosting on a power line near San Francisco in the USA
over 75 years ago; the author then hypothesized that cormorants use
power lines when a) no suitable natural roosts are present, and b) pow-
er lines are relatively free of human disturbance. Since this publication,
however, accounts of waterbirds roosting on transmission lines are an-
ecdotal; the majority of research in this field focuses on negative im-
pacts of infrastructure (i.e. power line collision, electrocution, etc.) ra-
ther than adaptive behaviour (Bernardino et al. 2018). An exception is
a study by Kucherenko et al. (2014), who documented 86 species us-
ing overhead transmission lines in the Crimean Peninsula, 17 of which
used the infrastructure for nesting. Among the 86 species were seven
waterbirds, including the Great Cormorant, which was once observed
perching on a transmission line.


http://vmus.adu.org.za
http://vmus.adu.org.za/?vm=BirdPix-119480
http://vmus.adu.org.za/?vm=BirdPix-119481
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Figure 2. A and B) White-breasted Cormorants Phalacrocorax lucidus and African Darters Anhinga rufa roosting together on transmission lines
along the R365, Western Cape. C) White-breasted Cormorant, and D) African Darters. Photo credit: Karis Daniel and Itxaso Quintana.
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Communal roosting

Our search of the literature also identified a gap in knowledge related
to communal roosting. Reasons for this behaviour are poorly under-
stood; three main hypotheses include improved thermoregulation, de-
creased risk of predation, and increased foraging efficiency
(Beauchamp 1999). Siegfried et al. (1975) found that although Cape
Cormorants Phalacrocorax capensis roost and forage together, other
southern African cormorant species tend to forage solitarily. This po-
tentially rules out foraging efficiency as an explanation for communal
roosting in White-breasted Cormorant.

Aside from Beauchamp (1999), we found no studies discussing the sig-
nificance of joint roosting behaviours between species of large water-
birds. Though joint roosts are mentioned in several publications, they
are seldom the subject of research for any bird species. The few for-
malised accounts include a summary of species composition in com-
munal roosts of Indian birds (Gadgil & Ali 1975), African Sacred Ibis
Threskiornis aethiopicus and Marabou Stork Leptoptilos crumeniferus
roosting together in Kenya (Evans et al. 1982), and mixed-species
roosts of parrots/parakeets in Costa Rican dry forest (Chapman et al.
1989). This scarcity of information highlights a need for further re-
search into ecological processes underlying the patterns visible in
roosting behaviours, as well as a stronger overall understanding of cor-
morant and darter behavioural ecology.

Conclusions

Based on our observations and a brief survey of the literature, we rec-
ommend further studies investigating 1) novel or adaptive interactions
between large waterbirds and human infrastructure, i.e. roosting or
nesting on transmission lines; 2) the origin of communal roosting in cor-
morant and darter species; 2) potential mechanisms driving joint roost-
ing behaviour in both species. Clearer insights in these three areas will
deepen our understanding of waterbird behaviour within novel ecosys-
tems, ultimately informing conservation action for these species.
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