By Leon Marshall

There is a spirit about it much like a childhood treasure hunt. The excitement starts building weeks ahead, with good-natured taunts getting thrown out about who will fare best.

On the eve of the event, equipment gets checked and maps are given yet another look-over . Then it is early to bed, for it is the early birder that catches, well, the bird. 

The event is the sappi Birding Big Day, which is when bird lovers all over the country team up, binoculars and bird books in hand, to go into the veld, or just around their farms or urban neighbourhood gardens, to see how many species they can notch up.  Some like to spice up the occasion by giving their teams names like No Turn Unstoned (turnstones), Familiar Chaps (chats), Stoned Chats, Spectacled Tits (combination of spectacled weavers and tits), Dorktailed Frongoes (forktailed drongoes) and the Amacuckoos. 

The choice of terrain can contribute to success. A Pretoria team called The Raiders of the Lost Lark is a consistent favourite for taking the honours for the most species spotted. Contributing to the team’s obvious prowess is an area north-east of the city with habitats ranging from bushveld to low- and highveld grassland. This makes it a veritable bird paradise.

It is a fun day, but there is a competitive spirit about it. Some take it so seriously that you will find them waiting fully fitted out for the stroke of midnight to set off, bearing coffee flasks and rusk or sandwich packs, spotlights and even instruments like a parabolic dish to be able to at a distance pick up the calls of night birds like owls.

Sappi Birding Big Day, which this year falls on Saturday November 29, constitutes the 24 hours from midnight to midnight. Teams must in the main be made up of three to four members, be they friends, family, corporate or youth groups. School, church, company staff and farm and rural community teams may consist of no more than twenty members. The rules of identification are that the majority of team members must agree on a call or sighting. 

The area covered must be no more than a 50 kilometre radius from a declared central point. But there are also categories for farms, for birds within sight or earshot of gardens, and for pentads demarcated by the national grid to collect data for South Africa’s second bird atlas that is already in the making. 

The ability to identify birds by their calls can be highly productive.  It is, of course, largely the preclude of the experts. But it is another reason why the serious teams prefer to get going well before sunrise. That is when birds are most active and vocal. Their song is called the dawn chorus, which at a well-chosen spot can see species getting ticked at a remarkable rate, lighting up the faces of the competitors.

Some even do a recce of the area they wish to cover the day before so as to get their eyes and ears attuned to its birdlife, and to see which spots of savannah, grassland, marshes, dams and the like offer the biggest variety of species.

The basic idea remains to get as many people as possible involved in the event -  experts, novices, everybody. As the organiser, BirdLife South Africa, a partnership of bird clubs that has conservation of birds and their habitats as its main mission, sees it as a good way to foster awareness of birds and of the need to protect them and their environment  among people from all walks of life. Sappi, a long term supporter of birding in South Africa and a company that is synonymous with the preservation and conservation of birds has teamed up with BirdLife South Africa as a main sponsor to ensure that everyone can participate and have fun.

There is another important purpose, which is to collect money for conservation projects. This is done by teams getting sponsors for the number of species they succeed in identifying on the day. There are prizes for the biggest bird counts and for the most money collected.  BirdLife SA is able to offer Section 18A tax-donation certificates for donations over R500.

While experts operating in prime areas can mark down around 250 birds, the intention is that as many people as possible should register and try to get sponsors, however many species they think they might get. Because not all areas are equally bird rich, there is a handicap system whereby affected teams can get treated on an equal footing by registering their areas on the national grid. 

It is BirdLife SA’s hope, too, that the sappi Birding Big Day experience will encourage more people to sign up as members so as to strengthen its hand in looking after the wellbeing of our remarkably rich avian life of about 850 species – nearly a tenth of the world’s bird types.

