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Exciting news from Etosha 
1. Crane capture and fitting of PTT … p1 
2. Aerial/ground crane survey over Etosha and the  
    wetlands to the north & chick ringing … p1 
3. Blue Crane nest at Springbokfontein … p3 
4. Nesting activity of flamingos at Etosha … p3   
5. More information on Blue Crane feeding … p3 
 
News from other areas 
Update from Bushmanland … p4 
White Storks on the move … p4 
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Ann & Mike Scott and team Rolf Adrian, Hanjo Böhme, Dirk 
Heinrich, Holger Kolberg, Wilferd Versfeld & pilot Frans 
Henning 
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After months of preparation, our team was able to 
capture a large adult Blue Crane on 8/4/08 and fit a 
North Star 40 g solar GPS PTT (satellite tracking 
device), which is able to provide accurate GPS fixes on 
the bird’s position every four hours.  
 
This adult bird (nicknamed “James” on account of the 
PTT’s serial number, GC007) was captured at night and 
ringed (9-03923). It was a large bird, with tarsus 274 
mm (measured to the joint) – too large to fit a plastic 
colour ring – and mass 4 350 g. It appeared to be in 
moult, in an unusual fashion, with new primary feathers 
emerging at the base of the existing ones (see photo 
no. 2). The bird moved around Fischer’s Pan from 9-26 
April (see map, no. 3). Unfortunately, no further signals 
have been received since 26/4/08. We are still 
investigating possible reasons. 
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During the same week we undertook a combined 
aerial/ground count. By road, we were able to check 
from the extreme western entrance at Otjovasandu.  
Using a MET Cessna 182 plane (V5 ISE) piloted by 
Frans Henning, we explored to the east and north (see 
map on p2, no. 7); here it was water as far as the eye 
could see (no 8-10). Water levels in the Lake Oponono 
area were still also impressively high (no. 11). 
 
Only nine adult Blue Cranes were recorded within the 
Park, and none in the Lake Oponono area. The recent 
low counts have highlighted the importance of obtaining 
reliable information on the whereabouts and movements  
of these elusive birds.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Part of the Etosha April 2008 crane team (L to R):  
Dirk Heinrich, Mike Scott, Hanjo Böhme, Holger Kolberg,  
Rolf Adrian; absent: Wilferd Versfeld & Ann Scott (photo). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Unusual moult pattern in the adult Blue Crane captured  
on 8/4/08 (photo: Holger Kolberg) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. GPS positions of an adult Blue Crane captured 
at Etosha, 9-18 April 2008 (Map: J.M. Mendelsohn) 
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Good news is that we spotted twenty-two Wattled 
Cranes at Lake Oponono, and three Crowned Cranes; 
two of the latter birds were each sitting on a nest – 
among the first confirmed breeding records for this 
species in Namibia. 
 
With the flooding of Etosha Pan and the Lake Oponono 
area, due to good rains in the Cuvelai catchment in 
Angola, 2008 has been a good breeding season with at 
least seven chicks, six of which were still around on 
11/4/08. Five chicks have now been fitted with a stand-
ard metal ring and a large green ring, each engraved 
with a unique alpha-numeric code (NBN, NBW, NBX, 
NBY, NBZ). This brings the total to 11 chicks marked in 
this way. All of the chicks ringed were lively and in good 
condition, including the above two and the two at 
Salvadora (no. 5). The two chicks ringed at Doringdraai 
were remarkably different in size, with tarsi 158/182 mm 
(mass 900 g) and 212/235 mm (mass 2 525 g) (no. 6). 
We invite visitors to send us reports of sightings of any 
Blue Cranes, especially those of ringed individuals. 
 
Wilferd reports that on 28/4/08 he saw two adults at the 
Halali seepage; at Namutoni he was informed that at 
Twee Palms there was a group of seven cranes and set 
off immediately but found none. On 29/4/08 he found 
one very skittish crane to the west of Twee Palms. 
Although he could not see any markings/rings/antennae 
with the telescope, the position of this bird corresponds 
roughly with the GPS position of the bird with the PTT at 
that time. There were no cranes at Andoni, but he found 
two more west of the Fischer’s Pan causeway. On 
7/5/08, Hartmut Kolb reported one adult crane near 
Twee Palms, and eight near Doringdraai.  
 
On 9/5/08 Wilferd obtained a full count of 19 cranes:  
- 2 adults + 2 ringed chicks east of Salvadora 
- 2 adults at Halali seepage 
- 2 adults at bend in road west of Chudop 
- 2 adults at Chudop  
- 2 adults and 1 ringed chick + 6 more (3 subadults with  
  rings NHD NHH NHF) at Doringdraai 
 
These observations have enabled us to make the 
following estimate of age composition, which truly 
demonstrates the value of ringing chicks: 
- 13 adults 
- 3 juveniles (according to rings, 2 x 2006 and 1 x 2007) 
- 3 chicks (all ringed, 2008) 
 
We hope to fit a second PTT this year, and possibly 
several more radio transmitters. The data obtained will 
be invaluable for conservation purposes, including the 
drafting of a species management plan. The purchase 
of the two PTTs was kindly sponsored by the Poly-
technic of Namibia, and the downloading and data 
processing by Argos by the Ramsar Small Grants Fund. 
The April 2008 aerial/ ground census was funded by the 
Wilderness Wildlife Trust. We would like to thank all our 
other supporters, including the Ministry of Wildlife & 
Environment and Namibia Wildlife Resorts, and in 
particular Dr Chris Brown and NNF for ongoing support; 
and Blake Henke of North Star and Dr John Mendel-
sohn for their assistance with downloading the data.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. Elephants enjoying the abundant water (photo: AS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Hanjo helps Holger ring a chick at Salvadora (photo: AS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

6. Sibling chicks of different sizes at Doringdraai (photo: AS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7. Aerial flight paths & crane sightings (map Holger Kolberg).  
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8. Flooding east of causeway, Fischer’s Pan (photo: AS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
9. Andoni waterhole is full (photo: AS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10. The Ekuma River flowing into Etosha Pan (photo: AS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11. Flooding of the Lake Oponono area (photo: AS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12. Blue Crane nest (photo: Wilferd Versfeld) 
    

- $( 
 � � � � 	 
 � 	 
 � � � � � � � #� �	 &� ' , � ' 	 � 
 �	  
The above nest at Springbokfontein (no. 12) was 
photographed by Wilferd Versfeld on 2/4/08. A pair of 
cranes was first recorded here on 9/2/08, but had left by 
4/4/08. According to an entry in the visitors’ book at 
Okaukuejo, at least one chick was recorded in this area 
on 7/3/08. Neil MacLeod of Safariwise also confirms 
seeing one chick here in March 2008. These are the 
only records we have of breeding success for this pair, 
which highlights the value of these reports by the public. 
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Wilferd Versfeld: EEI Okaukuejo, email 
versfeld@mweb.com.na 
 
We took a flight over the pan on 5/3/08 with Steve 
Braine from Hobatere to look for flamingos and cranes. 
There were some small groups of flamingos scattered 
about on the north side of the pan, about 450 in total; 
and at the old nesting site of Okerfontein we estimated 
about 4 000 birds of both species. We could not see 
eggs, but nesting activity was taking place. The pan is 
full of water on the northern and eastern sides from the 
inflow of the flood water; Fischer©s Pan is still flooded. 
We saw no cranes as the Oponono area is also flooded 
and still flowing into the Ekuma and Etosha Pan. For 
those that know Starke©s horse camp, the Ekuma River 
is running from bank to bank. 
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We have been trying to find out more about the corm-
like structures found among the roots of heavily grazed 
grass Sporobolus spicatus, upon which Blue Cranes 
were observed to feed during dry conditions (newsletter 
No 34, February 2008, p4). We were also wondering 
about the nutritional value of the sheath-like structures 
that encased many of the roots of this grass (newsletter 
No 31, August 2007, p3). A big thank you to the experts 
below for helping shed further light on these topics! 
 
Key questions 
Willi Nauhaus, Ministry of Agriculture (AgriLab) 
Email: wnauhaus@agrilab.org 
 
Our discussions with Willi were useful because they 
helped us formulate a few key questions: 
1. What species do the corms belong to?  
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2. What is their nutritional value?  
3. Are there any micorrhiza present, and is there some 
special relationship between the corms and the roots 
and/or micorrhiza (if present)? 
 
Identification of Cyperus bulbs 
Dr Ezekeil Kwembeya, Curator, National Herbarium of 
Namibia, e-mail: kwembeya@nbri.org.na 
 
After consultation with other botanists, Herta Kolberg 
and I concluded that it would be a bit dicey to give a 
definite ID for the tubers but my best guess is now 
Cyperus fulgens, judging from distributional and 
morphology of the bulbs (this species could be confused 
with C. esculentus ). The full identification is Cyperus 
fulgens C.B.Clarke [5104] (= Cyperus usitatus Burch. 
subsp. palmatus Lye). I have attached some information 
on the uses, verancular names and distribution of C. 
fulgens below. This info is from the SEPASAL Database 
(http://apps.kew.org/sepasalweb/sepasalweb). 
 
Vernacular names 
Afrikaans (Namibia, SA): uintjie 
Afrikaans (Southern Africa): boesmanuintjie 
Diriko (Namibia): ntiua 
Ju|©hoan (� � � �� �� ): !au, /ga©allo, /ga©allokuku, /ga©aro, g!a©u, |ao 
Kung Bushmen (Namibia): g!a©u 
Kxoe (Namibia): kyan-©an 
Nama (Namibia): !hanni 
Naro (Namibia): n|nni 
Otjiherero (Namibia): oseu 
Otjiherero (Namibia)[bulb]: ozoseu 
Rukwangali (Namibia): nontukulu 
Rumanyo (Namibia): ntiua 
San (Southern Africa): !gewu, n!ani 
Thimbukushu (Namibia): thiwa 
Unknown (Okavango): nohaywa 
 
General 
Distribution - Namibia: Kaokoland, Ovambo, Etosha, 
Grootfontein, Okavango, Omaruru, Okahandja, 
Gobabis, Karibib, Windhoek and Rehoboth districts; 
also South Africa/Southern Africa. 
Geology - Namibia: Calcrete, granite and dolomite. 
Topography/sites - Namibia: Growing near permanent 
springs. 
Environmental factors - Namibia: Growing on damp 
alluvial soils after rain. 
Flowering - southern Africa: December to March. 
 
Food  
The corms/bulbs are borne directly below the flowering 
stalks of the plants at a relatively shallow depth. They 
are edible and easily dug out, mostly in winter. The 
papery scale is first removed. Eaten raw, they are 
refreshing due to their water content and the taste is a 
little bit like ginger, sweetish and somewhat astringent. 
They can also be baked/roasted in hot ash, which is 
said to improve the nutty flavour. If there are enough 
corms, they are pounded and cooked with water. Milk 
may be added later. If the corms are baked and dried, 
they are stored for later consumption. The corms are 
collected in large quantities as a staple food in many 
parts of southern Africa. They are also eaten by game 
and birds; aerial parts grazed by mammals. 
 

Cyperus roots and mycorrhizal fungi 
Lydia Ndinelao Horn, Ministry of Agriculture, Water and 
Forestry, email HornL@mawf.gov.na 
 
I am not a mycologist but from my general biology 
background and soil and plant agriculture, I would say  
there is a clear sign of a symbiotic relationship between 
the Stipagrostis grass roots and a mycorrhizae fungus 
as it could be seen under the microscope. As indicated 
by other authors such as Earl B. Alexander (2006, 
Science, 528 pages 7.3.1) and the Journal of Plant 
Nutrition and Soil Science (161), these roots looked like 
spaghetti covered with sand granules. It is a sign of 
some mechanisms used by plants and fungi whereby 
both partners benefit from the relationship as it is called 
symbiosis. Mycorrhizal fungi clearly benefit from asso-
ciating with plants: botanists have shown that sugars 
move from a plant©s roots to the surrounding soil. 
 
More information could be obtained from internet and in 
environmental biology books. Some interesting articles 
are available at http://www.soilhealth.segs.uwa.edu.au/ 
components/fungi (Clare Putnam, Peter Aldous). 
  
Regarding the patches, could it be that the water 
collects there during the rainy season? If so, perhaps 
the hard pan was formed there, making it difficult for the 
seeds to germinate; or one could also consider the salt 
content at the patch and compare it with that of where 
the grass has grown. 
 
The nut sedge that grows in the batch of grass is similar 
to Cyperus esculentus. It grows there for both security 
and nutritional needs. The Cyperus get its water and 
nutrients either from the Stipagrostis roots or directly 
from the fungus network, closer to the root of the grass. 
The birds feed on the Cyperus nuts hidden in the grass 
batch; this is just a food chain starting here. 
 
I hope this will give some ideas, and as I could see from 
the articles of Albrecht et al. (2001) and that of Vierheilig 
and Piche (1998), most information agrees with what is 
on the net and also in some journal articles. 
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Jakob Kolbooi (MET Parks & Wildlife Tsumkwe), email 
mettskwe@iway.na 
 
8/5/08: Nyae Nyae Pans still have lots of water and the 
last count of Wattled Cranes was around 27, mostly in 
groups of 1-3. 
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�  Thomas Falk reports seeing a White Stork between 

Okahandja and Otjiwarongo on 16/2/08. 
�  Good rains were received at NamibRand in March 

(e.g. 55 mm in one hour on 13/3/08), which resulted 
in the Keerweerder Pan filling up. Two White Storks 
were observed at this wetland habitat from 14/3/08 
for about a week onwards (Mike & Ann Scott, Nils 
Odendaal & Danica Shaw). 

�  On 21/3/08 a White Stork was spotted 70.3 km east 
of Karibib, coming from the direction of Okahandja 
(Ekkehard Klingelhoeffer). 

 


