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Executive Summary 
 

 

The Botha’s Lark (Spizocorys fringillaris) is a highly specialised lark which is endemic to 
South Africa, and found only in high-altitude, short-grass grasslands of the eastern Free 
State and parts of Mpumalanga. The species has experienced a dramatic 90% population 
decline over the past decade, leading to its uplisting to Critically Endangered in the 2025 
Regional Red Data Book of Birds of South Africa, Lesotho and Eswatini. With an estimated 
global population of just 340 individuals, scattered across fragmented sites, the species 
faces an extreme risk of local extinction and genetic erosion. It faces multiple threats, 
including habitat loss and fragmentation, predation, modified fire regimes, changes to 
grazing practices, climate change, and energy developments. 

The primary aim of this 10-year Species Action Plan is to stabilise and increase Botha’s Lark 
populations across the species range, and to improve its conservation status. This plan 
encompasses the entire historical range of the species within South Africa. The vision of the 
action plan is to secure the long-term survival of the Botha’s Lark through a collaborative, 
science-based approach. These include targeted research to fill key knowledge gaps, 
strengthening stewardship and stakeholder engagement, education and awareness, policy 
and advocacy and fostering collaboration with landowners, communities, government 
agencies and other key stakeholders. Guided by this vision, the Action Plan is built around 
five core goals: 

1. Research  
2. Stakeholder Engagement 
3. Education & Awareness  
4. Policy & Advocacy  
5. Collaboration  

BirdLife South Africa will lead the implementation of the plan, with annual progress reviews 
and a full review of the strategy after five years. This adaptive, participatory approach is 
essential to halting the decline of the Botha’s Lark and supporting its recovery in the wild. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 

Purpose 

The primary aim of the Species Action Plan (SAP) for the Botha’s Lark is to stabilise and 
increase its populations across the species' range through research, stakeholder 
engagement, stewardship programmes,  habitat protection and restoration over the next 10 
years to improve the conservation status of the Botha’s Lark from Critically Endangered to a 
more stable population level by 2035. This plan outlines strategies to achieve this aim by 
addressing immediate and long-term threats and importantly also involves establishing a 
common goal with landowners, communities, government agencies and other key 
stakeholders. 

 

Scope 

The Botha’s Lark is endemic to South Africa, and this action plan covers the entire historical 
range of the species within the country. 



3 Botha’s Lark Species Action Plan 2026 

 

 

Background 

 

 

Description 

Botha’s Lark (Spizocorys fringillaris, Sundevall, 1850) is a small, sturdy lark that measures 
approximately 13–14 cm in length and weighs around 18 g [1]. Its plumage is mostly brown, 
with a dark brown, streaked crown and mantle, grey-brown rump, and a yellow-buff to rufous 
breast marked with black streaks that extend to the flanks. A creamy supercilium is 
noticeable on the face, and the bill and legs are pinkish [2]. The wings are brown with darker 
markings, and, in flight, the tail displays white panels on the outer feathers. Males and 
females are similar in appearance, showing no sexual dimorphism [1]. The bird usually stands 
upright but crouches while foraging. The species is nomadic and undertakes local 
movements in search of food and suitable habitat []. 

 

Habitat requirements  

The Botha’s Lark inhabits short upland grasslands at elevations of 1,500–1,900 metres above 
sea level, favouring flat or gently sloping plateaus and hilltops with short, dense, and heavily 
grazed natural grass [3,4]. It is closely associated with dark clay soils, particularly within the 
Soweto Highveld Grassland and Amersfoort Highveld Clay Grassland [5,6,7]. The species 
prefers grass heights of 4–6 cm, often found near kraals, old lands, and areas with 
concentrated livestock activity [8,9]. It also frequently nests in recently burned areas. The 
species' restricted distribution is due to its highly specific habitat requirements for breeding 
and foraging, combined with widespread transformation and degradation of its natural 
grasslands. Habitat analysis has revealed a 29% decline in suitable grassland within its 
historical range, highlighting its increasing vulnerability [10]. 
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Geographic Distribution 

The Botha’s Lark is a grassland specialist, 
endemic to the south-eastern highland 
grasslands of South Africa, confined to 
high-altitude grasslands in Mpumalanga, 
Free State, and possibly KwaZulu-Natal.  
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Survival and reproduction 

The Botha’s Lark breeds from the onset of the first seasonal rains, typically beginning in 
October and continuing through January, with breeding occasionally extending into March 
depending on rainfall [11]. Due to low nest survival rates, the species must undertake several 
breeding attempts within a single breeding season to maintain its population. This need 
drives the requirement for an extended breeding period [12]. Crude breeding success has 
been estimated at around 53% based on a small sample of nests, though more recent 
research suggests success rates may be lower [2]. Like other members of the Spizocorys 
genus, the Botha’s Lark is thought to be monogamous, with an estimated generation length 
of 2.9 years [13]. 

During the breeding season, the Botha’s Lark generally forms pairs, although non-breeding 
individuals may occasionally gather in small groups. The species may reach densities of up 
to six pairs per hectare, with nests sometimes situated less than 20 m apart [11]. For nesting, 
the lark prefers areas with slightly taller grass interspersed with scattered tufts and bare 
patches, often close to recently burnt ground [14]. Nests are open cup structures, constructed 
from coarse dry grass at the base and lined with finer materials such as rootlets and 
mammal hair. These nests are usually placed next to a grass tuft for concealment, though 
some may be entirely exposed. Nest construction takes approximately three days, resulting 
in a structure about 58 mm wide and 34 mm deep [11]. 

The Botha’s Lark typically lays two eggs per clutch at daily intervals, although clutches of 
three have occasionally been recorded. The incubation period lasts between 13 and 14 days 
[11,15]. Both male and female share incubation duties, usually taking turns in short shifts 
lasting less than an hour [11]. Once the chicks hatch, both parents continue to care for them, 
brooding and feeding them frequently. One study recorded a chick being fed 11 times in 30 
minutes. Adults generally forage within 50 m of the nest but may travel over 200 m in search 
of food, highlighting the importance of accessible, high-quality foraging habitat near nesting 
sites [14]. 
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Diet 

The Botha’s Lark has a granivorous and insectivorous diet, although this is not well-studied 
and may play a role in limiting its distribution. All observed prey fed to chicks have been small 
insects, such as beetles and moths [2]. Like other larks in this genus, the Botha’s Lark 
depends on surface water and drinks regularly, frequently visiting artificial water sources 
such as farm dams and cattle troughs, particularly during winter [1]. The Botha’s Lark typically 
forages alone or in pairs but forms small flocks outside the breeding season. It picks food 
from the ground or from grasses and is not known to dig for prey, although it occasionally 
catches insects in flight [14].  
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Population development 

In 1983, the population of the Botha’s Lark was 
estimated to be as many as 20,000 individuals [16].  

By 2015, this number had dropped significantly, with 
estimates suggesting fewer than 2,500 individuals, 
although this figure lacked robust supporting data [10]. 

More recent SABAP2 data indicate a significant decrease 
in reporting rate between 2007 and 2023 [17]. Numerous 
recorded absences and possible local extinctions have 
been reported across the southern, western-central, 
and northern parts of the species’ range, including its 
disappearance from the type locality at Vredefort [10,15,18]. 

The most recent assessments place the current population at approximately 340 
individuals, with a confidence interval of 200 to 650 [19]. This marks a dramatic decline of 
around 86% over the past decade. As a result, the Botha’s Lark has now been uplisted to 
Critically Endangered in the 2025 Regional Red Data Book of Birds of South Africa, Lesotho, 
and Eswatini [20I]. 
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Threats  

Based on limited data and the information that is currently available, it is likely that a 
combination of factors is contributing to the ongoing decline of the Botha’s Lark. While 
further research is needed to fully understand the extent and impact of these pressures, they 
are already considered severe enough to warrant urgent conservation action The following 
represent a few of the key threats identified, although this list is not comprehensive: 
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Vision, goals & actions 
The vision of the Botha’s Lark Species Action Plan is to ensure the long-term survival of the 
Botha’s Lark by addressing key threats and securing suitable habitat across its range. 

Guided by this vision, the Action Plan is built around five core goals: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Education & 
awareness  

Promote awareness 
and engagement 
through schools, 

communities, 
educational 

resources, citizen 
science, and public 

training. 

 
 

Stakeholder 
engagement 

Engage 
landowners, 

agricultural sector, 
eco-tourism sector 

and renewable 
energy developers 
to support Botha’s 
Lark conservation. 

 
 

Research 

Conduct surveys to 
monitor the Botha’s 
Lark, assess habitat 
and environmental 
drivers, study diet, 

genetics, and 
movements, and 

establish long-term 
monitoring. 

 
 

Policy and 
advocacy 

Promote Botha’s 
Lark as a national 

conservation 
priority and review 

development 
proposals within its 

range. 

 
 

Collaboration 

Forge partnerships 
with experts, 

contribute to global 
assessments, and 
secure funding for 

long-term 
conservation. 
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Goal 1: Research 

Conduct surveys to monitor the Botha’s Lark, assess habitat and 
environmental drivers, study diet, genetics, and movements, and establish 
long-term monitoring. 

 

# Action 

1 
Review existing literature and data on the Botha’s Lark to gain insights into the 
species' historical distribution and potential causes of its decline. This 
process will also help identify gaps in current knowledge. 

2 
Undertake surveys across seasons and within novel localities to map 
population trends and habitat changes. 

3 
Analyse historical land use changes in Botha’s Lark habitat using GIS and 
satellite imagery. 

4 
Assess historical fire regimes in Botha’s Lark habitat to understand how fire 
frequency and intensity affect grassland structure and bird populations. 

5 
Organise and conduct Atlas Bashes, where multiple teams of citizen 
scientists systematically survey the historical range of the Botha’s Lark, 
recording sightings in pentads. 

6 
Implement standardised and simultaneous camera-trap surveys across the 
species’ distribution at artificial waterbodies to ascertain/confirm population 
estimates. 

7 

Conduct insect sampling across the Botha’s Lark’s range to determine prey 
availability, diversity, and abundance, and assess how land use and 
management practices influence insect communities. 

8 
Investigate the ecological requirements of the Botha’s Lark, including nesting 
habitat preferences, foraging behaviours, and breeding success, to inform 
management strategies. 

9 Implement ad hoc camera-trap surveys at identified nesting sites, to quantify 
nest predation and sensitivity to disturbance.  

10 Conduct a Population Viability Analysis (PVA) for the Botha’s Lark to model 
extinction risk, population trends, and likely outcomes under different threat 
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and conservation scenarios. Use available demographic, habitat, and threat 
data to inform the model. 

11 
Examine faecal matter to determine the Botha’s Lark’s diet composition and 
toxicology exposure (e.g. pesticides, heavy metals). 

12 
Conduct genetic testing using samples from dead chicks, failed eggs, and 
hatched eggshells to assess inbreeding levels and population genetics. 

13 
Test soil and water quality in Botha’s Lark habitat to detect pesticides, 
veterinary pharmaceuticals, and heavy metals. 

14 
Analyse risk of climate change in terms of change to Botha’s Lark behaviour 
during hot and dry periods and predict the ability of the species to track its 
shifting climate envelope across the fragmented grassland matrix. 

15 
Ring Botha’s Lark individuals to track movements, site fidelity and nesting 
attempts in breeding pairs. 

16 
Track the movements of Botha’s Larks using GPS or radio transmitters to 
understand their local movements, habitat use, and dispersal. 

17 
Evaluate the long-term effects of conservation strategies on Botha’s Lark 
populations. 

18 Assess the Botha’s Lark vulnerability to renewable energy developments. 

19 

Assess the feasibility of a surrogate-assisted rearing programme using Pink-
billed Lark eggs to test methods for Botha’s Lark recovery. This includes egg 
removal, captive hatching, fledgling placement with adult females in aviaries, 
and staged release. Factor in testing with the sister taxon and construction of 
an aviary in the Wakkerstroom area. 

20 
Publish population surveys, habitat assessments, and threat analyses to 
inform adaptive management. 

21 
Write an annual report highlighting progress based on research conducted on 
the Botha’s Lark. 

22 
Synthesise the above information to coordinate conservation efforts and a 
Biodiversity Management Plan, and measure and monitor its success. 

23 
Develop and review a standardised research protocol annually to ensure best 
practices in data collection. 
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Goal 2: Stakeholder engagement 

Engage landowners, ecotourism sector and renewable energy developers 
to support Botha’s Lark conservation. 

 

# Action 

1 
Identify priority grassland areas for conservation and build relationships 
with landowners to secure access for surveys across the species’ historic 
range. 

2 
Identify areas of pristine grassland that have been illegally transformed 
without the correct environmental approvals. 

3 
Attend farmers’ meetings to encourage support for Botha’s Lark 
conservation, including access for surveys and adoption of Botha’s Lark-
friendly land management practices. 

4 
Engage with landowners to understand, support and champion 
sustainable land-use practices that allow for both economic and 
ecological viability.   

5 
Engage with landowners to maintain habitat management practices 
(grazing and burning) that support the Botha’s Lark. 

6 
Implement restoration of degraded grasslands through the management 
of invasive plants, reintroduction of native grasses, sustainable grazing 
practices, and controlled burns where necessary. 

7 
Secure key sites for the Botha’s Lark through formal protection (e.g. 
declaring of Nature Reserves and Protected Environments, ) and 
collaboration with private landowners. 

8 
Develop financial incentives for landowners who commit to biodiversity 
stewardship or grassland-friendly farming (e.g. payment for ecosystem 
services). 

9 
Collaborate with landowners to explore incentives for conservation 
stewardship, such as sustainable farming programmes. 
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10 
Establish community projects underpinned by sustainable livelihood 
principles in support of Botha’s Lark conservation. 

11 

Encourage developers to commit to good land management practices and 
proactive conservation actions when operating near Botha’s Lark habitat - 
aligned with the principles of Net Gain for biodiversity, including habitat 
enhancement, support for stewardship, and long-term ecological 
monitoring. 

12 
Host an ethics workshop with bird guides and tour operators to address 
responsible playback use and develop a shared industry commitment to 
low-impact birdwatching for the Botha’s Lark. 

13 

Create carefully assessed opportunities for ethical viewing of the Botha’s 
Lark at suitable sites, ensuring minimal disturbance, especially during the 
breeding season, while supporting conservation and local economic 
benefits. 
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Goal 3: Education & awareness 

Promote awareness and engagement through educational resources, 
citizen science and training of the public. 

 

# Action 

1 
Disseminate information about the Botha’s Lark and its conservation 
status to raise public awareness about the species’ plight. 

2 
Promote awareness of Botha’s Lark conservation among stakeholders, 
landowners, and local communities. 

3 
Conduct education and training workshops for landowners and local 
communities on Botha’s Lark conservation. 

4 
Provide training workshops for birders, landowners, and conservationists 
to improve identification and reporting. 

5 
Develop survey, mitigation, and planning guidelines for the renewable 
energy sector to ensure biodiversity-sensitive development that accounts 
for Botha’s Lark ecology and habitat needs. 

6 
Conduct focused training workshops for EAPs (Environmental Assessment 
Practitioners) and bird specialists on Botha’s Lark identification, grassland 
ecology, and best-practice collaboration with conservation stakeholders. 

7 
Implement a structured capacity-building programme for bird specialists, 
EAPs, and regulatory authorities on applying the mitigation hierarchy and 
integrating Botha’s Lark requirements into development decision-making. 

8 

Develop educational materials, policy briefs, and communication tools to 
raise awareness about land banking, biodiversity offsetting, OECMs 
(Other Effective area-based Conservation Measures), and future 
opportunities to compensate for negative development impacts and 
declare protected or conservation-compatible habitat areas. 
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Goal 4: Policy and advocacy 

Promote Botha’s Lark as a national conservation priority and review 
development proposals within its range. 

 

 

# Action 

1 

Undertake a comprehensive review of the gaps and shortcomings in 
existing conservation legislation, biodiversity policies, conservation 
planning and land-use frameworks, and identify opportunities to improve 
these to better protect the Botha’s Lark and its habitat. 

2 
Advocate for the uplisting of the Botha’s Lark on the IUCN Red list from 
Endangered to Critically Endangered based on updated population trends 
and threats. 

3 
Develop strategic spatial planning layers and set conservation targets for 
the Botha’s Lark. 

4 
Advocate for Botha’s Lark conservation in national, provincial and 
municipal conservation plans and policies (e.g. all critical habitats must 
be listed as Critical Biodiversity Areas. 

5 
Advocate for stronger protection for grasslands and the Botha’s Lark 
through engagement with government entities and participation in 
relevant conservation forums. 

6 
Explore opportunities to link Botha’s Lark habitats with national and 
international conservation networks (NPAES, CBD, KBAs). 

7 
Advocate for robust avifaunal impact assessments for EIAs undertaken for 
large scale infrastructure projects in Botha’s Lark habitats. 

8 
Apply the mitigation hierarchy by prioritising avoidance. Identify Botha’s 
Lark critical habitats unsuitable for development and provide this 
information to developers before site selection or EIA scoping. 

9 Promote the implementation of the South African National Biodiversity 
Institute Species Environmental Assessment Guidelines and, where 
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relevant, Best Practice and other Guidelines for Birds and Wind Energy, to 
minimise disruption to Botha’s Lark habitat and minimise the risk of 
turbine collisions. 

10 
Appeal and, where and when necessary, litigate against authorisations to 
develop large-scale infrastructure in the Botha’s Lark distribution that 
would negatively impact the species. 

11 
Ensure that operational phase monitoring of wind energy and other 
infrastructure near Botha’s Lark habitat is optimally designed to detect 
bird fatalities, behavioural disturbance and displacement impacts. 

 

Goal 5: Collaboration 

Forge partnerships with experts, contribute to global assessments, pursue 
cross-border initiatives, and secure funding for long-term conservation. 

 

 

# Action 

1 

Collaborate with local and international universities, academic 
institutions and conservation bodies to gain knowledge from entities that 
have experience from similar lark species that are in the same 
conservation crisis. 

2 
Attend conferences and BirdLife International meetings to discuss the 
nuances, findings and learning points in the conservation of the Botha’s 
Lark. 

3 
Through use of designated platforms actively share new scientific and 
technical information with the international scientific and conservation 
community. 
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Implementation & Review 
 

 

Implementation 

BirdLife South Africa will oversee the implementation of the Botha’s Lark Species Action 
Plan. Progress will be reviewed annually to assess actions taken and outcomes achieved. 
Findings will be summarised in an annual report, which will help guide priorities and actions 
for the following year. This process will ensure continued focus, accountability, and 
coordinated delivery of the Action Plan. 

 

Review  

The Botha’s Lark Species Action Plan will be reviewed and updated annually for the first five 
years to assess progress and ensure its goals remain relevant. An interim evaluation after 
five years will determine how often future reviews should occur. Each review will assess 
implementation effectiveness and recommend adjustments as needed. A final evaluation 
will take place after 10 years. 

 

Monitoring and evaluation 

To ensure meaningful progress toward the recovery of Botha’s Lark, a comprehensive 
monitoring framework will be established to track the implementation of the species' 
conservation action plan. Annual evaluations will be conducted to assess the effectiveness 
of implemented actions, identify challenges, and revise strategies as needed. This adaptive 
approach will ensure that conservation efforts remain responsive to emerging threats. 
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