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Critical reminders for avifaunal impact assessments for large-scale 

infrastructure in High-Altitude Grasslands, Mesic Highveld Grasslands 

and associated wetlands of South Africa.  
 

Background 
The High-Altitude Grasslands and Mesic Highveld Grassland1&2 of southern Africa includes sites of 

global cultural and ecological value, such as World Heritage Sites and Ramsar wetlands of international 

importance. These grasslands support critical wetland and river ecosystems and serve as the source 

of major rivers in water productive landscapes. Economically, they play a pivotal role in supporting 

agriculture and livestock farming.  

These grasslands also represent one of South Africa's seven centres of endemism. A significant portion 

of the species within these ecosystems are exclusive to this region (SANBI, 20131) and include 

numerous threatened and endemic species of mammals, birds, butterflies, and plant species. Red-

listed endemic birds dependent on these ecosystems include Vulnerable Yellow-breasted Pipit (Anthus 

chloris) and Southern Bald Ibis (Geronticus calvus), and Endangered Rudd’s (Heteromirafra ruddi) and 

Botha’s Lark (Spizocorys fringillaris). One of South Africa’s rarest birds, the Critically Endangered 

White-winged Flufftail (Sarothrura ayresi) occurs in high-altitude wetlands. Parts of the escarpment 

provide valuable breeding habitat for threatened raptors, including Cape and Bearded Vulture (Gyps 

coprotheres and Gypaetus barbatus) as well as the Endangered Martial Eagle (Polemaetus bellicosus). 

The escarpment is also used for both altitudinal and north-south bird migrations. 

Despite their ecological importance, Mesic and High-Altitude Grasslands are poorly protected and are 

threatened by habitat degradation, fragmentation and loss (SANBI 2013). Threats to biodiversity in 

this landscape include unsustainable agricultural practices and inappropriate grazing regimes. 

Drainage of wetlands and uncontrolled fires also negatively affect these ecosystems.  

Recently, there has been a considerable increase in wind energy facility applications in the grasslands, 

driven by a shift from coal-fired power to renewable energy, and the availability of grid capacity in the 

region. While wind energy has a small development footprint compared to many other types of 

infrastructure, there is an increasing and cumulative a risk of habitat loss, fragmentation and 

 
1 See SANBI’s Grasslands Ecosystem Guidelines for maps and description of grasslands ecosystems (SANBI. 

2013. Grasslands Ecosystem Guidelines: landscape interpretation for planners and managers. Compiled by 
Cadman, M., de Villiers, C., Lechmere-Oertel, R. and D. McCulloch. South African National Biodiversity 
Institute, Pretoria). 
2 Hereafter, we refer to these grasslands collectively as Mesic and High-Altitude Grasslands. 

https://bgis.sanbi.org/Projects/Detail/193


degradation. Wind energy also poses novel and additional threats to avifauna due to turbine collisions 

which can result in severe injuries and bird deaths. 

Challenges with Avifaunal Impact Assessments in Mesic and High-Altitude Grasslands 
1. Not all important habitats have been mapped: The cryptic and transitory nature of some bird 

species of conservation concern (SCC) associated with the grasslands and wetlands, coupled 

with limited scientific understanding and knowledge of their distribution, means that not all 

potentially important habitats for these species are reflected in the National Web-based 

Environmental Screening Tool3. Habitat for species with low detection probability (LDP), for 

example Yellow-breasted Pipit (out of breeding season), Rudd’s Lark, Botha’s Lark and White-

winged Flufftail may have been overlooked, and flyways and movement corridors4 have not 

been robustly delineated.  

2. Limitations of data collection for EIA. Even with dedicated surveys, confirming if a species is 

absent within a project area of influence can be challenging within the constraints of an EIA, 

particularly for species that are difficult to detect and whose occupancy depends on prevailing 

climatic conditions due to their very specific habitat requirements. Surveys to verify the 

presence or absence of some elusive species can be expensive or introduce unnecessary risks 

to the birds (see below for more detail). 

Solutions  
Comprehensive habitat-based assessments, consultation with relevant experts and the application of 

the precautionary principle are key requirements for effective site sensitivity verification. Alternative 

novel methods may be helpful to determine whether species with LDP are likely to occur on a site or 

if a site occurs within an important movement corridor. These could include non-invasive methods 

such as acoustic monitoring, fine-scale habitat suitability models and regional connectivity models for 

migratory species (including altitudinal migrants). These approaches can help confirm the presence of 

elusive species, delineate suitable habitats where these species may occur and highlight linkages that 

connect fragments of suitable habitat used by species of conservation concern.  

The SANBI Species Environmental Assessment Guidelines5 provide detailed guidance on defining 

impact receptors, evaluating Site Ecological Importance (SEI), and interpreting SEI in the context of 

proposed development activities. Critically, for mobile and cryptic species, the evaluation of the SEI 

should draw on data from field surveys, in addition to an assessment of the suitability of the habitat 

to support a particular species. The absence of evidence of a species during EIA surveys is not evidence 

of absence. 

The influence of a proposed development on ecological drivers (e.g. grazing, fire and wetland 

recharge) must be considered in the assessment, as this may affect the suitability of habitat for 

threatened species. 

 
3 The Screening Tool identifies specific requirements, including specialist studies, applicable to a proposed 
development and allows for the generating of a Screening Report referred to in Regulation 16(1)(v) of the 
Environmental Impact Assessment Regulations 2014. 
4 For example the escarpment, used for both north-south and altitudinal migrations, and movements corridors 
between wetlands. 
5 South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). 2020. Species Environmental Assessment Guideline. 
Guidelines for the implementation of the Terrestrial Fauna and Terrestrial Flora Species Protocols for 
environmental impact assessments in South Africa. South African National Biodiversity Institute, Pretoria. 
Version 3.1. 2022. 

https://screening.environment.gov.za/


It is critically important that data collection and research are conducted responsibly, and that the 

results are published timeously, so that it is available to inform evidence-based planning and 

management of infrastructure in the region. 

Caution 
While data collection and analysis are important, with the increasing number of specialists in sensitive 

areas there comes an increased risk that inappropriate techniques are deployed which can have 

disruptive and destructive consequences. These include wading through wetlands and rope dragging 

to flush elusive species. BirdLife South Africa does not condone such practices6. 

 

Call-backs can also aggravate birds while they are breeding, disrupt breeding and even cause birds to 

abandon nests and vacate territories. Call-backs should be used judiciously and avoided entirely during 

the breeding season7. 

The accuracy of acoustic survey recordings relies on distinguishing between species based on their 

calls. This can be difficult, especially with complex or similar-sounding calls. Species experts should be 

consulted before undertaking acoustic surveys for lesser-known species8. 

If fine-scale or connectivity modelling is undertaken, this should conform to scientifically accepted 

practices and methodologies, and all data, techniques, tools, and the models themselves should be 

transparent and available for peer review.  

Opportunities for nature-positive outcomes  
Pre- and post-construction monitoring, plus carcass surveys may be necessary to assess the 

effectiveness of mitigation measures9. For small, cryptic species, carcass survey protocols should be 

designed specifically to increase the probability of detecting small carcasses, and surrogates or 

indicators (e.g. habitat structure) may be helpful to monitor the quality of the habitat for LDP species.  

Developers and their consultants can contribute to expanding knowledge about threatened birds in 

the region by sharing data with BirdLife South Africa and supporting broader scale research and 

monitoring efforts10.  

Active management of grasslands and wetlands to maintain the integrity of these habitats will benefit 

endemic and threatened birds outside (and within) formally protected areas. Large-scale wind energy 

projects may present opportunities for both avoidance and on-site protection of the most critical 

habitats. For developments in Mesic and High-Altitude Grasslands and in proximity to wetlands, EIA 

practitioners, specialists, landowners, and renewable energy developers are encouraged to 

collaborate with NGOs such as BirdLife South Africa and to put in place biodiversity stewardship 

 
6 https://www.birdlife.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/BirdLife-South-Africa-Flushing-of-Wetland-Birds-
Position-Statement.pdf  
7 https://www.birdlife.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/BirdLife-South-Africa-Birding-Code-of-Ethics-
Position-Statement.pdf 
8 Acoustic surveys for the purposes of EIA are not recommended for White-winged Flufftail and Botha’s Lark 
due to the risks and uncertainty associated with these calls. 
9 For example, for wind energy infrastructure -see Jenkins, A., Van Rooyen, C. S., Smallie, J. J., Harrison, J. A., 
Diamond, M., Smit-Robinson, H. A., and Ralston, S. (2015). Birds and Wind-Energy Best Practice Guidelines: 
Best Practice Guidelines for assessing and monitoring the impact of wind energy facilities on birds in southern 
Africa. BirdLife South Africa/Endangered Wildlife Trust: Johannesburg. 
10 The South African Bird Atlas Project and BirdLasser's Threatened Species Cause are two easy ways to 
disseminate data. See SANBI’s (2020) Species Environmental Assessment Guidelines for further information.  

https://www.birdlife.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/BirdLife-South-Africa-Flushing-of-Wetland-Birds-Position-Statement.pdf
https://www.birdlife.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/BirdLife-South-Africa-Flushing-of-Wetland-Birds-Position-Statement.pdf


agreements11 that can help safeguard sensitive habitats and ultimately conserve birds and 

biodiversity.  

Last updated: 9 May 2024 

 
11 Biodiversity stewardship is an approach to securing land in biodiversity priority areas through entering into 
agreements with private and communal landowners. Biodiversity stewardship is led by conservation 
authorities, and NGOs like BirdLife South Africa often play a key supporting role. The objective of biodiversity 
stewardship is to conserve and manage biodiversity priority areas through voluntary agreements with 
landowners. This can include formal protection, management and restoration of terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems. See: https://www.birdlife.org.za/what-we-do/landscape-conservation/protecting-ecosystems/ for 
more information.  

https://www.birdlife.org.za/what-we-do/landscape-conservation/protecting-ecosystems/
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