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The Secretarybird, Sagittarius serpentarius, is classified as globally Endangered (BirdLife 
International 2022). The species is currently classified Vulnerable within South Africa, 
Lesotho and Eswatini (listed under IUCN criterion [A4acd; C1] (Retief 2015) but a 
reassessment of the regional status is underway, and the status will likely change to reflect 
recent population decreases. The Secretarybird population has suffered severe declines 
driven largely by habitat loss and degradation, disturbance, collisions with electrical 
infrastructure, entanglement with fencing, hunting and secondary poisoning (Retief 2015, 
BirdLife International 2022). 
 
The Secretarybird is widespread, nomadic and generally occurs in low densities. This can 
make it challenging to assess and mitigate the impacts of development on the species. To 
minimise the risk of large-scale infrastructure development on the Secretarybird, BirdLife 
South Africa recommends the following: 
 

1. Site Ecological Importance (SEI)- When assessing whether the loss of Secretarybird 
habitat should be avoided, minimised and /or restored, specialists should consider 
the Site Ecological Importance, as described in in the SANBI’s Species Environmental 
Guidelines. SEI is a function of its Conservation Importance, Functional Integrity and 
the Receptor (e.g. breeding or foraging habitat) Resilience (SANBI 2021). 

2. Avoid the loss of large, contiguous habitat - the loss of Secretarybird habitat that has 
high functional integrity (e.g. large, contiguous habitat remnants of 100 ha or more) 
should be avoided (SANBI 2021, R. Colyn unpublished data). If it is not feasible to 
avoid placing overhead powerlines in these areas, lines must be marked with bird-
flight diverters. 

3. Consider desired state of the habitat – For widespread, nomadic species like 
Secretarybirds it is not feasible to protect their entire range. Areas with a high 
combined Site Ecological Importance (i.e. for multiple taxa), or that overlap with 
Critical Biodiversity Areas and should, however, be avoided.  

4. Protect breeding sites1 - With the continued declines in the Secretarybird population 
supporting and not disturbing breeding pairs which are producing offspring is of the 
utmost importance. A 1 km buffer around breeding sites is recommended to reduce 
disturbance and displacement impacts on breeding pairs. During the breeding 
season, construction activities should be minimised within 2-3 km of active nests. 

 
1 Secretarybirds typically only use a nest for up to 5 years as nests tend to collapse after years of use and birds 

move on to another site to breed (Dean and Simmonds 2005). This new nesting area may not necessarily be 
located near to the original breeding site. However, the assumption is that breeding sites be located within 
good foraging habitat, and may be reused for breeding at some point in the future. Development is likely to 
result is the permanent loss of this opportunity.  



The risk of fatalities due to collision and/or electrocution should be minimised by not 
placing wind turbines or overhead powerlines within 2 km of active breeding sites2.  

5. Ensure connectivity is retained - In addition to the nest buffers, connectivity between 
the nest and foraging habitat in the surrounding landscape (particularly CBAs) should 
be retained as far as possible3.  

6. Removal of active nests is discouraged – BirdLife South Africa does not encourage 
the removal of any nests or nesting trees. There is no evidence to suggest that 
Secretarybird nests can successfully be artificially relocated away from the original 
site. In the case where the loss of an annually active nest site is unavoidable 
appropriate biodiversity offsets must be implemented. The size and nature of the 
offset should take into account the availability of suitable nesting structures and 
foraging habitat within the surrounding landscape. Under no circumstances should 
nests be removed during the breeding season or when there are birds/chicks/eggs in 
the nest. The relevant provincial conservation authority must be consulted regarding 
permitting requirements for any proposed removals.  

7. Consider proactive conservation action and biodiversity offsets – With careful 
planning and management, development can avoid negative impacts and even have 
positive effects on Secretarybirds. Developers could contribute to the conservation 
of the species by: 
a. monitoring and reporting on the impacts and effectiveness of mitigation 

measures, 
b. improving management of habitat under their control (e.g. ensuring appropriate 

burning and grazing regimes, managing bush encroachment),  
c. reducing other threats to the species (e.g. by ensuring fencing is safe for birds or 

contributing towards the installation of bird-flight diverters on powerlines),  
d. supporting conservation stewardship by private landowners, and 
e. contributing towards research on the species.  

 
For more information on these opportunities, contact Dr Christiaan W. Brink 
(christiaan.brink@birdlife.org.za) 
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2 Whitecross et al. 2019 reported that natal home ranges average 1.21 ± 0.34 km2 around the nest, and the 

fledglings travelled in an average 2.62 ± 0.37 km from the nest.   
3 The buffered breeding site should not be surrounded by development – as a minimum an infrastructure-free 

corridor 900 from the nest buffer is recommended. 

https://www.birdlife.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/BLSA-Guidelines-Fences-Birds.pdf
http://www.birdlife.org/
http://www.birdlife.org/
http://opus.sanbi.org/handle/20.500.12143/7641


Whitecross M, Retief E  & Smit-Robinson H (2019) Dispersal dynamics of juvenile Secretarybirds Sagittarius 
serpentarius in southern Africa, Ostrich, 90:2, 97-110, DOI: 10.2989/00306525.2019.1581295 

https://doi.org/10.2989/00306525.2019.1581295

	Minimising the impacts of infrastructure development on Secretarybirds Sagittarius serpentarius

