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3	PROJECT DURATION





32 days: 29 December 1999 to 29 January 2000.








4	BUDGET





A grant of £800.00 was provided by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) to finance work on the Corncrake during this study, principally in Zimbabwe.








5	BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES





The family Rallidae is large and of worldwide distribution, with 135 extant and 10 recently extinct species (Taylor & van Perlo 1998). Most rails live on the ground, in dense vegetation of marshes, swamps, grasslands and forests, and are secretive and  poorly known. Their habitats are disappearing rapidly and many species are becoming endangered before enough is known about them to enable effective conservation measures to be planned. The marshland habitats of many rails in Africa are under severe threat from draining, damming, cultivation, overgrazing and other forms of habitat loss and degradation, while grasslands on the continent are threatened by agriculture and, increasingly, by commercial afforestation (e.g. Taylor 1997a, 1997b; Barnes 1998; Taylor & van Perlo 1998; Taylor et al 1999.). The objectives of this project were to obtain information about threatened rails, namely two flufftail Sarothrura species of wetland habitats and the Corncrake Crex crex of grassland habitats, and to evaluate the conservation significance of selected wetlands in Zambia and Zimbabwe.





The Corncrake breeds from western Europe east to Siberia and winters mainly in central and southern Africa. It is globally Vulnerable due to a steep population decline in the westernmost parts of its breeding range, and it faces potential habitat loss and reduced breeding success through agricultural intensification and other changes affecting land use in eastern Europe and Russia  (Tomialojc 1994; Taylor in press (b)). It probably suffers no major or widespread threats in its winter quarters (Stowe & Green 1997). The only study of this species on its African wintering grounds was made in Zambia almost 20 years ago (Taylor 1984), and its current distribution and status in central and southern Africa should be investigated in detail as soon as possible, to provide baseline data on wintering populations and to assess possible threats to wintering birds and their habitats (Taylor 1997a, in press (a)).





The objectives of the Corncrake study were as follows.





­	To investigate the distribution and habitat of the Corncrake on the north-central Zimbabwe plateau; 


­	to compare habitat preferences with those of the birds on the Palearctic breeding grounds; 


­	to assess what factors might influence the bird’s distribution and abundance on its wintering grounds and the numbers of Corncrakes returning to the breeding grounds.








In consultation with Dr N Schaffer of the RSPB, the following specific objectives were also agreed.





­	To produce a 500-word report summarizing the results of the study, including a description of the wintering habitat, the conservation status of the wintering habitat, the impact of rain on the number of wintering Corncrakes, the effects of afforestation and other adverse factors on Corncrake habitats; 


­	to give a summary of any other interesting observations made on Corncrakes; 


­	to make suggestions for further research;


­	to provide colour transparencies of Corncrake wintering habitats.








6	PROJECT ACTIVITIES





6.1	Zimbabwe





During a brief stopover in Zimbabwe from 30 December 1999 to 2 January 2000 contact was established with Zimbabwean ornithologists, arrangements were made for fieldwork later in January, and some observations were made of Corncrake habitats in the Marondera-Bromley area, southeast of Harare.  From 21 to 27 January 2000, fieldwork was carried out in the Marondera, Harare and Mazowe areas of the Zimbabwe Central Plateau with Mr J. Jones and  Mr A. N. B. Masterson, with additional assistance from Mr D Parkes and Mr C. C. Wintle. I also discussed with all these ornithologists the status of the Corncrake in Zimbabwe and the threats to its grassland habitats.





6.2	Zambia





My fieldwork in Zambia covered the period 4 to 21 January inclusive, and was conducted mainly on Sarothrura crakes at large dambos in Northern Province, where I also investigated Corncrake habitats. While driving through Zambia I was also able to look at Corncrake habitats in southern and central regions. I also talked to local ornithologists, botanists and conservationists about grasslands in general and Corncrake status and habitat in particular, and I obtained additional information on Corncrakes from Mr P Leonard, Mr P van Daele and Major J Colebrook-Robjent. I also spent some time in the field with Mr M. Bingham, a botanist from Lusaka who has worked on the flora of Zambian dambos; he accompanied us on our trip to Northern Province to study the use made by local people of the many orchids found in the dambos. 








7	SUMMARY OF RESULTS





7.1	Zambia





Relatively little is known about the Corncrake in Zambia. It is infrequently recorded, this being more a result of its secretive habits than an indication of overall scarcity (P B Taylor unpubl.; P Leonard pers. comm.).





7.1.1	Habitat





Corncrakes were found in the following habitats in northern Zambia.





­	In dense rank grass, predominantly Hyparrhenia and Panicum, growing in clumps 1-1.8 m (some up to 2 m) tall on neglected cleared ground immediately adjacent to a derelict house; the vegetation grew in clumps with clear ground between but with 100% canopy cover from 20-30 cm above ground. The total area of this habitat in the house "garden" area was no more than 1 ha and the site was adjacent to mixed grassland on gound sloping down to a large dambo.








­	Alongside African Crake Crex egregia in grass with bracken Pteridium aquilinum and often also ginger (possibly Siphonochilus aethiopicus but identity uncertain as plants were not flowering) on land, originally covered with rich Brachystegia woodland or dry evergreen forest, which had been cleared and burned for shifting ("chitemene") cultivation and had been abandoned after 1-2 crops had been grown. This vegetation was 0.6-1.2 m tall (predominantly c. 0.8 m tall), dense, with complete canopy cover. Both crake species fed along grassy tracks and at the edges of dirt roads through such habitat.








­	In tall, mixed indigenous grassland (species not determined as plants were not flowering), 0.7-1.2 m tall, between degraded Brachystegia woodland and seasonally flooded dambo grassland. The grass strip was 50-80 m wide and extended for c. 400 m along the dambo edge.








Other habitats in which I have recorded Corncrakes in Zambia are as follows (data from Taylor 1984, Taylor 1987 and P. B . Taylor unpubl.):





­	Birds wintered regularly in mixed grassland on clay soil adjacent to seasonally flooded grass and marsh at the edge of Itawa swamps, Ndola. Here, 83 of 106 sightings (78%) were in dry grassland, birds most often being in dense vegetation (>70% canopy cover), rarely in sparser cover (<60% canopy cover), and in grass 0.3-2 m tall. They also occurred in moist grassland, where 17 sightings (16%) were made, and there were 6 records (6% of sightings) from flooded grassland. In the moister areas they occurred alongside African Crakes, which usually occupied the wetter patches. African Crakes were most often found in tussocky damp grassland 0.3-1 m tall, which comprised 70% of the African Crake habitat and in which the great majority of African Crake sightings were recorded, e.g. 133 (93%) of 143 sightings in the 1979-1980 season. Of 41.6 ha occupied by breeding African Crakes in 1978-79, only 10.1 ha (24.3%) was within the mapped wintering sites of Corncrakes. Corncrakes did not occur in sparsely-grassed neglected ploughland or neglected cultivation and maize patches adjacent to the Itawa study site, presumably because the cover of grass and weeds was sparse and very patchy in these areas. 








-	Elsewhere in Zambia I have observed Corncrakes in similar habitat but also occasionally in rank grass at the edges of sewage settling ponds, where occurrences may be only temporary, and in dense grass 0.6-1.5 m tall at the edges of airfields.





7.1.2	Distribution and status





There was not enough time available to make a proper survey of Corncrake distribution in Zambia. All sightings came from Northern Province, within the known wintering range of the species (e.g. Stowe & Becker 1992). From discussions with local ornithologists it is clear that the species is recorded too infrequently and irregularly to allow any assessment to be made of possible changes in distribution and status. As far as is known, the Corncrake is widely but thinly distributed in suitable grassland habitats throughout the country, and it is currently recorded from 35 of 295 30' squares (Zambian Atlas project data), observations during this study having added two new squares in Northern Province.





7.1.3	Threats





Insufficient data on occurrence and status are available to permit any recognition of current threats to Corncrakes in Zambia. However it is very unlikely that the species is threatened by habitat loss, as my observations in northern Zambia indicated that suitable habitat has not decreased since I left Zambia in 1980. Indeed, it appears to have increased considerably in some areas of Northern Province, as it apparently also has in other parts of Zambia, as a result of the human population explosion and the consequent increasing and often alarming degree of woodland and forest clearance for subsistence agriculture and charcoal production (C Beel, P Leonard & R Stjernstedt pers. comms.). Furthermore the Bemba people, who occupy much of northern Zambia, do not keep domestic stock such as cattle, sheep and goats, so that grazing pressure on grassland habitats is insignificant. Despite the fact my observations during this study suggested that increased overgrazing and poor grassland management may have reduced Corncrake habitat locally in central and southern Zambia, in a national conmtext habitat loss is probably not a significant threat.





7.1.4	Request for information





Before leaving Zambia I arranged to insert the following request for information in the next edition of the ZOS newsletter:





"Dr Barry Taylor from the University of Natal, South Africa, is collecting information on Corncrakes in Zambia, as part of a broader study of this species in southern Africa. Could observers please send him details of Corncrake sightings, either from this season or previous years, as follows: Date, locality (with co-ordinates if possible), number of birds, and habitat type. Examples of habitat type could be: short or tall grass (dry or wet); old fallow cultivation; grassy road verges in woodland etc; edges or interior of wetlands (e.g. marshes, dambos). Any details of other rail species also present would be useful, as would information on whether the status of Corncrake in the area concerned has changed in recent years. Please send information to ZOS, or to Barry direct at [email and postal address given]."





A copy of any information received in response to this request will be forwarded to Dr N Schaffer at the RSPB in due course.





7.2	Zimbabwe





Much more is known about the habitat and status of the Corncrake in Zimbabwe than in Zambia, largely thanks to Mr Alex Masterson, who has been making valuable observations of rails in the Harare area since the 1960s.





7.2.1	Habitat





Corncrakes were found in, or were reliably reported from, the following habitats in the Harare, Bromley, Marondera and Mazowe areas of the central Zimbabwe plateau.





-	Mixed-species grassland adjacent to a drainage line in light Brachystegia woodland. Grass species were: Hemarthria altissima (dominant and co-dominant in areas near the stream); Cymbopogon validus (co-dominant with Hemarthria); Sporobolus pyramidalis (co-dominant at higher levels away from the stream); Themeda triandra (some patches); Hyparrhenia dissoluta (locally dominant in clumps in drier areas); Schizachyrium (?) sp. (dominant over large areas of the upper slopes). The vegetation averaged c. 90 cm tall in Hemarthria and up to 1.5 m in the taller grasses.





-	At vleis on clay soils around Harare, Corncrakes occur predominantly on the highest ground, particularly that on termite hills and in other raised areas, where the vegetation is dominated by grasses such as Sporobolus pyramidalis, Andropogon gavanus , Eragrostis, Setaria anceps, Themeda triandra and Hyparrhenia; they are not normally present in wetter areas where Hemarthria altissima is often dominant, Leersia hexandra co-dominant and Eulalia geniculata common. These vleis have an undulating topography, with much variation in flooding regime and microhabitat.





-	Rainham dam and vlei, Harare, provided a good contrast with vleis described in the preceding paragraph. Rainham has sandy soils and the dry to seasonally wet grassland has a very different character to that of the clay-based vleis elsewhere around Harare. There are very few wet-habitat crakes here, apparently because the growth pattern of the grasses on the sandy soils produces unsuitable conditions - these grasses creep at ground level and give little clear ground for birds to run over, but provide only sparse cover above the ground and in the canopy. In contrast, in the clay-based vleis the vegetation grows vertically, often in tussocks or clumps, to give open ground between clumps on which birds can move and forage easily, and good (often 100%) canopy cover at 20-100 cm above the ground. However, Rainham also has much Loudetia simplex grassland in the higher, drier areas with vegetation 50-90 cm tall, good canopy cover (> 60-70%) and some clear areas at ground level; Corncrakes occur occasionally in this grassland ( A. N. B. Masterson pers. comm.).





-	At Mazowe, Corncrakes occur in the following habitats: grassland dominated by Paspalum urvillei on slopes above the vleis; in tall, dense mixed grassland and forbs at the edges of maize cultivation, in fallow fields and at woodland edges; in rough grassland interspersed with small bushes and trees (including Acacia species); and in Eragrostis hayfields. All such habitats are characterized by good vegetation cover (80-100% canopy cover) and height (0.6-2 m), and normally dry to occasionally moist ground. Birds are fond of foraging on grass tracks and dirt roads through these habitats, and are often seen at the edges of maize cultivation (D Parkes pers. comm.).





-	Around Marondera and Bromley, Corncrakes were present in rough mixed grassland and herbs on fields which had remained uncultivated for 4-5 years and which had dense vegetation 60-100 cm tall; and in mixed dense grassland at woodland edges and around termite mounds, where grazing by domestic stock had not been practised for several years.  





7.2.2	Distribution and status





All observers consulted were of the opinion that the distribution and status of the Corncrake in Zimbabwe have probably not changed significantly in recent years, but that threats have increased locally.





7.2.3	Threats





Mr J. Jones suggested that Corncrake habitat has decreased locally in Zimbabwe, especially in areas where European-owned farms have been taken over by local people. Although sponges and streambanks are protected by Intensive Conservation Area byelaws, which prohibit the cultivation of vleis and cultivation within 3 m of streambanks, the byelaws are not observed on these farms and the prohibited areas are cultivated. This has resulted in the loss of many areas of habitat suitable for both Corncrake and African Crake. The same applies to several important vleis around Harare. Once the first crop of maize etc. has been planted it is too late to reverse the situation. Local people do not drain the wetland areas, but they cut the natural vegetation, burn the area, and furrow the ground, and such procedures increase runoff. Many white farmers also fenced off such areas from cattle, but this no longer occurs and so cattle contribute to habitat degradation by overgrazing, trampling, soil compaction etc.


Mr A. N. B. Masterson agreed that habitat may be decreasing locally in Zimbabwe as a result of such factors, and also because of the increasing cultivation of the drier parts of vleis, especially in urban areas such as Harare, where all the major vleis are suffering habitat destruction, largely from the cultivation of maize on the highest ground (e.g. on termite mounds) which provide the best habitat for Corncrake and also some good habitat for African Crake. Such cultivation also results in increased disturbance of all vlei habitats but there seems to be no trapping or hunting of rails in these vleis. However he doubts whether this habitat loss is significant at present because he has observed that suitable habitat in Zimbabwe is not fully occupied by Corncrakes in any year. I have also found this to be the case in Zambia and South Africa, where it is often possible to find areas of apparently good habitat which are unoccupied, or only irregularly occupied, by Corncrakes. It is also apparent that Corncrake numbers fluctuate at recognised regular wintering sites from year to year, while some such sites are occupied in some years and not in others  - for no obvious reason. These observations suggest that there is more habitat available than there are birds to occupy it, and that factors limiting the population apply in the northern hemisphere. 


Other observers confirmed that Corncrake habitats are threatened locally but were unable to judge whether such threats were significant at the national level.








7.3	Additional information from South Africa





7.3.1	Habitat





Since 1989 I have recorded Corncrakes in the following habitats in South Africa, mostly in KwaZulu-Natal, where I have found birds wintering from sea level to 1750 m a.s.l.





-	Alongside breeding Striped Flufftails Sarothrura affinis in upland Themeda triandra grassland with dense grass 30-40 cm tall and scattered clumps of taller forbs.





-	In the Kruger National Park in grassland dominated by Urochloa mosambicensis, Cenchrus ciliaris, Themeda triandra, Panicum coloratum and P. maximum (Taylor 1997b).





-	Various types of cultivated fields, in particular Eragrostis curvula hayfields in various situations and at varied altitudes, characteristically with dense cover and 60 cm or more in height. In such habitat Corncrakes are often seen or flushed at grass tracks and mown strips, and  frequently fly into adjacent maize cultivation, vlei edges or tall weeds when disturbed. Corncrakes prefer areas with the tallest grass, especially those adjacent to marshy patches or drainage lines, they show an affinity for patches of Paspalum grass and they enter maize fields in places where long grass and weeds grow into the maize; they will also enter millet fields (P Clowes pers. comm.). I have also recorded them occasionally alongside breeding African Crakes, at low altitudes, in mixed grass at the edges of sugarcane plantations, in which they take cover when disturbed; such habitat was adjacent to rivers and seasonally inundated marshy ground.





-	Occasionally in seasonally moist grassland at the edges of marshes; sometimes in seasonally wet sedge meadows with vegetation 50-70 cm tall; very occasionally in dense marsh vegetation such as the sedge Carex acutiformis, or mixed Juncus, Carex, Leersia hexandra and other sedges and grasses, and within permanently flooded marshes at open patches and near pools in areas of Cyperus, Typha etc.





-	In various types of dry grassland dominated by tall grass species such as Hyparrhenia spp., Andropogon appendiculatus, Paspalum urvillei and other robust grasses up to 2 m tall, often in areas which are burned during the dry season.





Occasionally in mixed Acacia karroo and open savanna with grasses such as Hyparrhenia hirta, Panicum maximum, Cymbopogon excavatus, Sporobolus pyramidalis, Chloris gayana, Bothriochloa insculpata and Eragrostis curvula. Grass height is.5-2.4 m, averaging c. 1.3 m towards the end of the rains; cover varies with vegetation type, ranging from 40% to > 80% canopy cover and Corncrakes occur only in the denser vegetation.





7.3.2	Distribution and status





As for Zambia and Zimbabwe, there is no indication that the bird's distribution and status have changed significantly in recent years, although records are too few to allow conclusions to be drawn 





7.3.3	Threats





There appear to be no significant threats, although grassland is suffering locally as a result of overgrazing and cultivation while an increasing and potentially significant threat in upland grassland areas of KwaZulu-Natal is the continuing spread of commercial afforestation (Taylor 1997a, b; Taylor & van Perlo 1998). A limited threat may be posed in some areas by mowing for hay (Taylor & van Perlo 1998), and possibly by pesticide use (P. B. Taylor unpubl.) although no evidence is available to support this idea. Considerable areas of suitable habitat are protected in national parks, such as the Kruger National Park and the Greater St Lucia Wetland Park (Taylor 1997b). In farming areas, birds are occasionally killed by farm dogs and by flying into barbed wire fences, while the very occasional road kill is also recorded (P B Taylor unpubl.).








7.4	Other relevant information





7.4.1	Observations of general interest





On 22 January 2000 Mr J. Jones took a short video film of an adult male Corncrake which had been seen on two previous occasions in the preceding week on a dirt track through grassland at Cornwall Farm, Marondera. The film was taken at 08h30 and shows the bird walking around and foraging on the track. To the best of my knowledge this is the first time that the species has been filmed on its wintering grounds. When the bird had retreated into cover, recordings of Corncrake song were played and the bird came out and listened, then ran off very rapidly along the track and around the corner. It did not reappear during our regular observations over the next few days, when playback of various Corncrake calls also elicited no response, and I suspect that the original playback had disturbed it sufficiently to make it leave the area, where it had been resident for at least a week.





7.4.2	Results not obtained





In the absence of Dr N Schaffer, who had originally planned to participate in the Zimbabwe fieldwork, it was not possible to make a detailed comparison of wintering and breeding habitat, my knowledge of the latter being limited to observations in a few areas of the English Midlands, the Outer Hebrides and southern Ireland in the 1960s and early 1970s.


There was also no opportunity to investigate the impact of rain on the occurrence of wintering Corncrakes, except that discussions with A. N. B. Masterson in Zimbabwe confirmed my own ideas that the birds can accommodate quite wide annual variations in rainfall and seem to be intolerant only of drought conditions and periods of particularly prolonged and heavy rain which results in the flooding of normally dry grassland habitat. Corncrake habitat, being predominantly dry grassland rather than wetland, may not be affected by annual and local fluctuations in rainfall pattern to as great an extent as are some seasonal marshes, flooded grasslands and floodplains which are occupied by other migratory Palearctic and Afrotropical rail species.








7.5	Colour transparencies





A selection of colour photographs of Corncrake habitats from Zambia and Zimbabwe, together with additional photographs of South African habitats, will be forwarded to Dr N Schaffer at the RSPB when this project report has been transmitted. A list accompanying these transparencies gives full details of date, locality and habitat for each photograph. There was not enough time available to photograph Corncrakes during this study.








8	PROPOSALS FOR FUTURE WORK





The following recommendations are made for future work in central and southern Africa (Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique, Botswana, Swaziland, Lesotho and South Africa) on the basis of this study and the recent studies of rails carried out in South Africa (Taylor 1997a, b). Some of these proposals have already been put forward (Taylor 1997b, in press (a)).





1.	As the Corncrake is globally threatened, its distribution and status in the region under consideration should be investigated in detail as soon as possible, to obtain better estimates of its status in Mozambique, Botswana, Swaziland and Lesotho, and to assess the extent of suitable habitat and the approximate numbers of birds which winter in the whole region. This would achieve three objectives:





a) to establish population figures with which future counts can be compared and against which further declines can be measured, and to evaluate any direct threats to existing wintering populations;





b) to identify areas which hold large numbers of birds and are thus of the greatest importance for the maintenance of current wintering populations;





c) to assess threats to existing wintering habitats and the extent to which the birds are dependent on secondary, modified and temporary habitats which are subject to human interference and change;





d) to test the hypothesis that the wintering population in the region is not limited by habitat availability, but that there is a surplus of suitable habitat.





2.	The objectives set out in proposal 1 could be achieved partly by periods of intensive fieldwork in the countries concerned, but more importantly (especially to obtain long-term coverage) by setting up a network of volunteer observers in each country to monitor Corncrake occurrences and to assess threats to habitats.





3.	In South Africa, a priority is to investigate the predicted widespread occurrence of Corncrakes on the Zululand coastal plain (Taylor 1997a, b). 
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