


The Namaqua Sandgrouse
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Kefkiewyn.f The call drifts in on the fresh morning
breeze, faint but unmistakable, that characteristic
sound of the desert.

Kelkiewyn! It is closer now. You hear the bird long
before you see it, a single ‘sentinel’, a mere speck
high up in the sky, heralding the start of a daily
spectacle. Soon they are flying in from all directions,
flocks wheeling in out of the vast, clear sky. They
gather on the ground around the waterhole, first
in their hundreds, then in their thousands.

Eventually, the first tentative birds approach the
water, drink quickly, and take off ... Kelkiewyn! This is
the signal the gathered multitude have been waiting
for. The air is suddenly filled with the whirring wings
of clamouring, thirsty birds, and the water’s edge
seethes. After drinking, the flocks fly up as puffs
of smoke, to break up and disperse in different
directions once again. Soon it is all over, the last
kelkiewyn! fading into the haze as the sun warms

the barren desert plains. >
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his is the magic of the Namaqua Sandgrouse Pterocles

namaqua, that most remarkable inhabitant of south-

ern Africa’s arid zones. Superficially resembling a
pigeon, the species is in fact more closely related to the
plover family. A seed specialist, the Namaqua Sandgrouse
spends most of the day on the ground, walking about on
its stubby legs with head bent low, searching out the tiny,
hard seeds of the ephemeral plants on which it feeds.
Depending on the size of the seeds, each bird will consume
between 5 000 and 80 000 seeds a day. Since each seed is
pecked up individually, the bird resembles a little sewing
machine when feeding. Some seeds are so small that it
takes 5 000 to constitute one gram. As an added complica-
tion, many species of plants ‘disguise’ their seeds as the
grains of sand or little pebbles that cover the ground.

But the sandgrouse is little fooled by this, and a full
crop of more than 40 000 seeds may contain as few as 10
seed-sized grains of sand. Any pebbles pecked up are like-
ly to have been done so on purpose; like an ostrich, the
sandgrouse needs a certain quantity of pebbles and grit in

Top A typical nest of three eggs in a shallow scrape in the
ground. The nest is fully exposed on open ground, but usually
sited in close proximity to one or more grass tufts or stones,
which serve to break the outline of the incubating bird
(female shown, above).
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its muscular stomach to aid the grinding up of the hard-
coated seeds for efficient digestion. Because the seeds are
so small, the sandgrouse may need to find several seeds
for every second of the 6-8 hours of the day that it spends
feeding. To sustain these feeding rates, it needs to exploit
areas with super-abundant seed-banks.

The advantage of a granivorous diet in an arid envi-
ronment is that seeds are produced predictably and in
abundance by ephemeral plants after good rains. The
strategy of the plants is to germinate and grow quickly
during the short time when there is enough moisture in
the soil, and then to shed enormous numbers of seeds
before drving out and dying. The seeds remain dormant
in the surface layer of soil, waiting for the next occasion
when good rains fall.

In the desert, this can often be a wait of a vear or
more, so the plants produce a sufficient quantity of seed
to ensure that enough survive to germinate, grow and
repeat the cycle. Good rains are, however, unpredictable,
and usually fall as highly localized thundershowers. The
result is a regionally patchy food supply. The Namaqua
Sandgrouse has responded to this by adopting a nomadic
lifestyle, and it may wander over much of its southern
African range in the course of its lifetime.

A drawback of a purely granivorous diet is that seeds
have a low water content, so, unlike the insectivorous desert
larks that manage to extract enough water from the insects
they eat to meet their water requirements, sandgrouse need
to drink regularly. But open water is a scarce commodity in
the desert environment, and waterholes may be very far
apart. Sandgrouse have overcome this problem through
their excellent powers of flight. They are capable of accom-
plishing a round trip of more than 150 kilometres for their
daily drink and, with a cruising speed of 80 Kilometres an
hour, they cover these distances effortlessly.

DESERT MANNA

Namaqua Sandgrouse are gregarious birds, and
are well known for their synchronized flights
to water; all the birds in a region fly in to
drink together 1-2 hours after sunrise. It is still
possible to see up to 20 000 sandgrouse
gathering at a single pan to drink together — a
truly spectacular sight. It has even been specu-
lated that sandgrouse were the super-abundant
‘quail’ provided for the wandering Israelites.
Certainly, sandgrouse have sustained
rural communities in the Northern Cape
since at least the turn of the century. ‘Old-
timers’ in this region fondly recall the days,
some 40 to 50 years ago, when these birds
‘darkened’ the skies. This was the time of the
trekboers, when families were large. The folk in this mar-
ginal farming area were poor, jobs were scarce and the
vast herds of springbok Antidorcas marsupialis that once
roamed the Karoo had been decimated. These were hard
times, and the people turned to the only thing of >
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