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The Conservation Story of the Southern Bald Ibis

The Southern Bald Ibis has historically faced several significant threats that led to its Red List
classification as Vulnerable due to massive range contraction, notably from the Eastern Cape. Key
factors contributing to its status included hunting, disturbance at breeding colonies, and the loss of its
grassland foraging habitat. These threats were not only immediate risks but also represented broader
challenges to the species' survival and highlighted the need for concerted conservation action.

Recognising these threats during the course of the last century, a national conservation strategy was
implemented, which included a ban on hunting. This legislative change provided an immediate layer
of protection, significantly reducing one of the direct human pressures on the population. Additionally,
a widespread colony monitoring program was initiated, marking a significant step toward
understanding and mitigating the challenges faced by breeding colonies. This programme not only
aimed to monitor the ibis populations closely but also to ensure that any disturbances to breeding
sites were minimised, thus providing a safer breeding environment for the birds.

Furthermore, the loss of grassland foraging habitat was partially addressed through habitat
conservation efforts. These ongoing efforts are part of a broader initiative to preserve the grassland
biome, vital not only for the Southern Bald Ibis but also for a myriad of other species dependent on
this ecosystem. The conservation of these areas is a critical aspect of ensuring the ibis has access to
adequate foraging grounds, essential for their survival and breeding success.

BirdLife South Africa has been instrumental in these conservation endeavours. By spearheading
research, monitoring, and advocacy efforts, the organisation has played a crucial role in bringing
attention to the plight of the Southern Bald Ibis. Following on from the work of conservation icons like
Roy Siegfried, Kate Henderson and David Manry, BirdLife South Africa’s work has been pivotal in
driving conservation actions that have led to positive changes in the species' status.

As a result of these comprehensive conservation efforts, the Southern Bald Ibis is now considered a
conservation success story. Recent assessments have recommended that the species be downlisted
in the Red Data Book, reflecting the positive impact of the concerted efforts to address the threats it
faced. This achievement is a testament to the effectiveness of the conservation strategies employed
and highlights the critical role that organisations like BirdLife South Africa play in the efforts to
conserve our country’s rich biodiversity.
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