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Ringing In Malawi
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Bird ringing in Malawi is something that has sort of faded away with time. During my stay in Cape Town in 2008 I was privileged to accompany some well experienced ringers and learn this most useful aspect of bird conservation. In January this year the Mulanje Mountain Conservation Trust agreed to sponsor equipment needed to set up a few sites around the mountain that can be used as ringing spots on a long term basis. They also agreed to sponsor two students from the University of Malawi to accompany for ringing trips on the mountain this year. This will also act as a way to introduce the field of ornithology to the young undergraduates and thus hopefully get some who would be interested to pursue this skill further. In May 2009 the first two students from the Biology department accompanied me for a seven day fieldwork trip on Mulanje Plateau. 
These students had both previously never heard about bird ringing. They proved to be very enthusiastic learners, asking a lot of questions and went away saying this had been an amazing experience for them. They would be ambassadors to their other class members and encourage them to also take part next. I mm looking forward to having another two students join me in July. On the same, I also heard with great excitement that Dr Lizanne Roxbourgh a well known ornithologist who was previously based in Zambia is moving to Malawi in July. We are looking forward to the many ways in which she will contribute to bird conservation in Malawi.
Birds from Thyolo Forests 
Thyolo Mountain Forest Reserve is 13 km.sq. in area. From 1955 to 1980 the total area of forest decreased slowly to 10 km.sq., by 2002 the entire forest had been totally and utterly destroyed. The land has become unsuitable for cultivation, and local streams have dried up completely. Thus, little has been gained by anybody and an immense scientific heritage has been lost  forever. There is a small remnant of this lowland evergreen forest, dominated by strangling Figs, only about 10 ha.in size, remaining on Satemwa tea estate. In this very small patch a few individuals of the former bird fauna cling to survival, as follows:

Green-headed Oriole Oriolus chlorocephalus – From an estimate of 40-45 pairs in 1983, there may only be one pair remaining, their territory size being estimated as 1pr / 13-25 ha.. One of these birds responded readily to being called in October, 2007 and November, 2008, but in May, 2009 it failed to appear.
Spotted Ground Thrush - have not been seen for some time now and must be extinct. I'm afraid it is a VERY small patch of forest (estimated by Claire Spottiswood at about 10 ha.)
Grey Cuckoo-shrike Coracina caesia - Only ever recorded as resident on Thyolo Mountain, where it was not uncommon. One was seen in November 2008, but it did not appear in May, 2009, and it is likely to become extinct in the near future.
The Black-fronted Bush Shrike Malaconotus multicolour - The Black-fronted Bush Shrike is restricted to the evergreen forest on Wilindi in the Misuku Hills, the South-west Nyika, the southern slopes of Mulanje Mountain, and Thyolo Mountain. The population density on the Nyika was estimated at 1 pair per 6-10 ha. Thus there can only be two pairs at the most left in the forest at Satemwa.
The Green Barbet Stactolaema olivacea  - The Green Barbet only occurred in Malawi in the evergreen forest in the Misuku Hills (race rungweensis) in the far north, and on Thyolo Mountain (race belcheri), where it was common, outnumbering the White-eared Barbet S. leucotis above 1300m. Thus there can only have been one pair left in the forest remnant on Satemwa, where it has not been heard for several years and must now be considered extinct. 
The Silvery-cheeked Hornbill Bycanistes brevis - The Silvery-cheeked Hornbill breeds in the evergreen forests of the Misuku Hills in December and January, then migrates, wandering widely in the Central and Southern Regions of Malawi.  Their presence in the forest on Thyolo Mountain was also common due to the plentiful fig trees. These have now all gone. They can now be found in gardens eating paw paws.
Bar-tailed Trogon Apaloderma vittatum - The Bar-tailed Trogon occurs in montane evergreen forest, Thyolo and Mulanje. There were only a few pairs in the evergreen forest on Thyolo Mountain in the 1980s. It was not heard or seen at Satemwa in November, 2008 or May, 2009.
Eastern Least Honeyguide Indicator meliphilus - The Eastern Least Honeyguide is a scarce, local and discreet species of woodland and forest, and it has been recorded east of the Shire at Zomba, Ndirande, Thyolo Mountain and Mulanje, the latter five locations with pre-1977 records having lost all or most of their forest. One specimen was seen at Satemwa in November, 2008.
Yellow-throated Warbler Phyllioscopus ruficapalla - The Yellow-throated Warbler is locally common in the highland evergreen forests in the south-east from Mangochi Mountain, Chikala Hill, Zomba – Malosa Plateaux, Thyolo Mountain and Mulanje Massif.  It has not been seen in the forest on Satemwa within the last 2 years.
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Great appreciation goes to Dr John Wilson who wrote and providing the information on the Thyolo forest and its birds.
