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The Kwando-Selinda-Linyanti Raptor Survey 2017 -
Part One 
 
Compiled by Pete Hancock on behalf of Raptors Botswana 

 
In 2007, Hancock, Muller and Bridges carried out a baseline survey of nesting raptors in the 
Kwando-Selinda-Linyanti area, using a gyrocopter to find the nests, little knowing that the 
vulture populations in the area would subsequently be subjected to a series of severe 
poisoning incidents including in 2012 and 2013. No doubt there were other undiscovered 
poisoning incidents in the region also. In 2017, Raptors Botswana, was granted funding by 
the Wilderness Wildlife Trust to repeat the survey, in order to determine the current status 
of the raptor populations, and to monitor their breeding success. 
 

 
The gyrocopter is the ideal aircraft for spotting raptor nests as it is slow-flying and cost-

effective. 

 

The survey team, comprising Messrs Bridges, Hancock and Keiteretse, arrived at Linyanti on 
19th June, and spent the following five days checking, from the air, over 150 nests. The 
majority of these (60) were White-backed Vulture nests, but other species included African 
Fish Eagle, Tawny Eagle, White-headed Vulture, Lappet-faced Vulture, African Hawk-Eagle 
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and Secretarybird. Saddle-billed Stork nests were also checked incidentally as they are large 
platform nests on top of the canopy and thus easily visible. 
 
The survey went off smoothly, but the results were disturbing: for example, of 60 White-
backed Vulture nests active in 2007, only 8 were active now. A search was conducted of a 
wider area, to see whether the birds had simply moved rather than perished, and this 
produced a further 12 new nests; however the total number of breeding White-backed 
Vultures is still only 33% of the 2007 numbers. A similar situation prevailed for the African 
Fish Eagle – of a total of 38 active nests in 2007, only 6 were active now, and 12 new nests 
were found; this means that only 47% of the number of Fish Eagles breeding in 2007 were 
breeding in 2017. Interestingly, several new Fish Eagle nests were observed in Hyphaene 
palms – almost certainly abandoned White-backed Vulture sites. For Tawny Eagles, the 
figures are as follows: none of the 12 2007 nests was currently active, but 5 new nests were 
found - 42% of 2007 levels. For other raptors, the sample sizes were generally too small for 
useful analysis. 
 

 
An unexpected bonus from the survey was a new White-headed Vulture 

nest; there are very few breeding records for this species. 
 

 
            This African Fish Eagle may be nesting on an abandoned White-backed Vulture nest. 
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Although a non-target species, Saddle-billed Storks  

appeared to be breeding successfully. 
 

 
The globally vulnerable Wattled Crane is nesting successfully in the Linyanti Swamps. 

 

It is unlikely that White-backed Vulture, African Fish Eagle and Tawny Eagle numbers have all 
declined due to poisoning; the Tawny Eagle, like the vulture, scavenges a fair amount and 
would be susceptible to poisons but this would not apply to the Fish Eagle. So poisoning may 
only be part of the problem. When flying to the nests, it soon became apparent that many of 
the nest trees were fallen on the ground, whether as a result of elephants or winds – the 
preferred nesting tree for White-backed Vultures in the area is Acacia nigrescens, and many 
have been ring-barked and killed by elephants which also prefer the tree, for feeding. It also 
became apparent that new nests were away from human disturbance, mainly in palms on 
the floodplain; human disturbance could also therefore be a factor. 
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It will now be vital to implement the second phase of the project – a second aerial survey, 
this time monitoring all active nests to determine breeding success. During 2007, breeding 
success for the three major species was relatively high, and high recruitment rates now 
would indicate a recovering population. A final survey at the end of the breeding season in 
late September/early October will provide accurate information on the number of juveniles 
reaching fledging age, and hence a measure of breeding success and an indication of future 
trends in the raptor populations. 
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