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The Ciritically Endangered White-winged Flufftail (Sarothrura ayresi) is considered one of
Africa’s most threatened and rarest waterbirds. The total global population is estimated
at no more than 250 breeding individuals. Ethiopia and, more recently, South Africa
are the only two countries where the bird is known to breed. The White-winged Flufftail
is a habitat specialist preferring healthy, intact, sedge wetland habitat. Population
abundances and distributions have likely decreased over the years due to wetland
desfruction and degradation by activities such as mining, mismanagement, water
drainage, agriculture, pollution, and peat fires. In fact, inland wetlands are identified as
one of the most threatened and unprotected habitat types in South Africa. Thus, there
is an urgent need to safeguard and improve the conservation status of wetlands if the
White-winged Flufftail is to survive.

By protecting and promoting healthy wetlands for the White-
winged Flufftail, water and wetland resources are conserved
for a host of species and people who derive ecosystem
services from these dynamic habitats. For more information
about the project, please visit our dedicated webpage.

e

The White-winged Flufftail prefers sedge
wetland habitat

A male White-winged Flufftail displaying his white secondary flight feathers

Biodiversity stewardship is an agreement between provincial authorities and private or
communal landowners with the aim of encouraging sustainable management for the
benefit of nature conservation alongside daily land use activities. Biodiversity stewardship
acknowledges landowners as the custodians of nature and creates a platform through
which authorities can assist with the management of their natural resources. Biodiversity
stewardship is voluntary with a range of agreement types that determine the degree
to which conservation is prioritised. An example of a type of biodiversity stewardship
agreement is a Protected Environment (as stated by the National Environmental
Management: Protected Areas Act of 2003). The benefits to landowners of formally
declaring a property or several properties in the same community as a protected
environment are numerous, including coordinated management objectives across

BIRDLIFE SCUTH AFRICA - WETLAND AND WATERBIRD CONSERVATION IN THE STEENKAMPSBERG

multiple landowners and protection from external threats that are not compatible with
nature conservation. The Greater Lakenvlei Protected Environment (GLPE) was established
in 2017 and expanded in 2023 with the main aim of safeguarding the extensive wetland
system in the area. BirdLife South Africa acts as an enabling entity in several protected
environments, such as the GLPE, by communicatfing and implementing best practice
guidelines for sustainable habitat management.

Wetlands provide ahost of ecosystemsservicesto bothlocaland globalhuman communities
that can be categorised as provisioning, regulating, supporting, and cultural. Some of the
most important services involve the purification and gradual supply of water resources to
downstream users. Wetlands are not only important to human society, but biodiversity as
well. Wetlands are high productivity environments that supply an abundance of resources
and microhabitats to a range of species.

Birds in particular use wetlands to breed, roost, and as migration stop-over points. The
Convention on Wetlands is an intergovernmental freaty established in 1971 in the Iranian
city of Ramsar that provides a framework for the conservation and wise use of wetlands
and their resources. There are over 2,000 Ramsar Sites listed by over 160 countries who
form the Contracting Parties. South Africa was one of the first contracting parties to join
the treaty and has since designated over 30 wetflands as Ramsar Sites. Verloren Valei
Nature Reserve was designated as Mpumalanga Province's first Ramsar Site in 2001.

As the source of the Crocodile River, Verloren Valei Nature Reserve hosts internationally
important wetlands by providing a steady supply of water to downstream users in both
South Africa and Mozambique, and habitat to several threatened plant, butterfly, bird,
and mammal species. BirdLife South Africa is studying the rich biodiversity that inhabits the
wetlands of the reserve to inform national guidelines for wetland management.

Verloren Valei Nature Reserve provides habitat to threatened plant, butterfly, bird, and mammal species
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https://www.birdlife.org.za/what-we-do/landscape-conservation/what-we-do/wetlands-grasslands/white-winged-flufftail/

Birds use wetlands to breed, roost, and as migration stop-over Passive monitoring equipment such as motion-detected
points, Verloren Valei camera traps and acoustic devices are used to study the
secretive waterbirds of wetlands

Wetlands provide habitat to a diversity of plant species including Wetlands supply an abundance of resources and
the Near Threatened Giant Pineapple Lily (Eucomis pallidiflora subsp.  microhabitats to a range of species
pole-evansii)
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The high-elevation wetlands provide habitat to a diversity
of species including the endemic Peat Borrowing Crab
(Potamonautes flavusjo)

Wetlands purify and supply water to downstream users Middelpunt Nature Reserve and Ramsar Site

Middelpunt Nature Reserve and Ramsar Site

The White-winged Flufftail was first seen at Middelpunt Wetland in 1992 after many years
with no presence records in the country. Those who saw the bird were concerned about
the condition of the wetland and so established the Middelpunt Wetland Trust in 1994.
BirdLife South Africa were invited o administer the trust in 2012 and has since then led
national efforts fo conserve the species. The owners of Middelpunt Wetland are supportive
of BirdLife South Africa’s scientific studies at the site to befter understand the bird’s
biology. It is from a monitoring survey in the summer of 2018 that the first breeding record
of the White-winged Flufftail was made in the southern hemisphere. With Mpumalanga
Tourism and Parks Agency, BirdLife South Africa and Middelpunt Wetland Trust pursued
private natfure reserve status for the site with two landowner groups and was officially
declared on 14 October 2022. The wetland was later designated as a Ramsar Site on
15 March 2023. BirdLife South Africa and Middelpunt Wetland Trust have entered info a
co-management agreement with the landowners to help steward the site. Middelpunt
Nature Reserve is not only an important site for White-winged Flufftail but provides habitat
to a diversity of floral and faunal species. This nearly 10,000-year-old, peat-based wetland
also provides ecosystem services to the surrounding farming community through water
retention, purification, and flood attenuation. To the global community, the nearly 2m
deep peat-layer is an extensive carbon sink that continues to sequester carbon from the
atmosphere. Middelpunt Nature Reserve is an example of how private landowners can

significantly contribute to regional and global conservation.
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