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Introduction 

The Southern Ground-hornbill (Bucorvus leadbeateri) here after SGH, has a very peculiar 

relationship with the landscape of the Matobo area and its people.  The Matobo Hills offer a 

labyrinth landscape of possible beneficial habitats for the SGH and a population that is 

possibly the densest in southern Africa and seemingly thriving in the hills. A study of the 

Population and Habitat Viability Assessment for the Southern Ground-hornbill (Bucorvus 

leadbeateri) in the Matobo Hills World Heritage site and surrounding areas was therefore 

carried out to better understand the future of this species and its population, and craft 

suitable conservation interventions. The interactions between people, the environment, 

climate, culture and history are evident and important to studying the species in this area. 

Matobo World Heritage Area through this study, became the birth-place of a more intentional 

and species specific conservation action effort for SGH in the whole of Zimbabwe.  

  

 

Figure 1: A SGH family group foraging in the Matobo Hills Communal areas 

 

Objectives 

To: 

1. Assess the suitability of Matobo Hills as a habitat for the vulnerable SGH 

2. Establish the population status of the SGH in Matobo District 

3. To align the Zimbabwean project to the efforts of other ground-hornbill researchers 

in the region and record valuable information on the ecology of the protected bird 

in Zimbabwe. 



The Study Area 

 

 

Figure 2: Map by Richard Nyatoti 

 

The Matobo Hills are an important area in Zimbabwe as a cultural landscape and for 

biodiversity conservation. They are located about 35 km south of the city of Bulawayo, the 

second largest city in Zimbabwe. The study area is within the Matabeleland South province, 

in the Matobo District, a semi-arid climatic area. The hills cover an area of about 3100 km2 

extending to the South Western reach of Zimbabwe almost to the boarder with Botswana. 

The natural landscapes and geological formations create micro-climates that in turn support 

diverse flora and fauna on different parts of the broken landscape. The result is savannah 

grasslands, forests, vleis or wetlands, areas of patchy vegetation influenced by soil type 

changes and cultivated areas all existing within short distances of each other, separated by 

and created by the interactions between the hills and the drainage systems.  

The Matobo Hills were declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2003 after the recognition 

of the importance of conserving cultural landscapes and lifestyles as they intertwined with 

the natural history and conservation of an area. The World Heritage Site area has within it, 

the Matobo National Park, the oldest national park in Zimbabwe (est. 1926), Communal Land 

Areas (Rural communities) and some commercial farms and tourist campsites. The Matobo 

National Park is 425 km2 and is surrounded by communal land villages on its Eastern, Southern 

and Western boundaries. Different land use and management practices are employed in 

these different tenure systems, affecting the biodiversity and livelihoods of the people of the 

Matobo District.  



Methods  

Nest Site Visits: Historic and active nest sites used by the SGH in communal areas were visited 

on several occasions to capture location data for mapping and assess the immediate habitat 

adjacent to the sites. Most of the nest sites were on castle kopjes as compared to trees and 

are chosen and used permanently by a group. The SGH are territorial and have strong site 

fidelity, consequently, it was generally assumed that the groups found on each nest site have 

always held that territory. Care was taken not to disturb the birds or venture close to their 

nests but observe from a distance. The nature of the landscape, heights of the nests and the 

rocks also make it a difficult task to climb up resulting in the safety and improved breeding 

success of the nesting female.  

 

  

Custodian Interviews: The survey team is not based in the study area and therefore the help 

of nest custodians is vital to the study. Custodians are people living in close proximity with 

the nest who observe the birds on a day to day basis and give the team information whenever 

a nest is visited. These custodians serve as the species champions in their local area and have 

become attached to their SGH family groups showing concern when they do not see them 

and when they notice that they are not breeding in a particular time. Most nests are named 

Figure 3: Donvale nest site: a chick's begging calls could be heard frequently from the kopje shortly after this, the group came back from 
foraging with food for the chick and female. Notice the previous year chick is also already helping. 



after a custodian to make it easier to locate them with most nests having been discovered 

through the help of these custodians and primary school children. Custodians are also 

informants to the team on rainfall events, SGH and human conflicts and other occurrences in 

the communities that could have an effect on the birds.  They were also interviewed in an 

unstructured manner, on their beliefs and practices in communities that pertain to SGH.  

 

 

Habitat assessment: Habitat characteristics were recorded from the various sites in the study 

area and below nest sites. Important factors include grass heights, land use, disturbance, nest 

heights and vegetation type. Estimates had to be made for each of these parameters and 

ground-truthing exercises carried out on 14 random sites for use in the production of land 

use and distribution maps.  

 

Planning Workshop: We enlisted the help of Dr Lucy Kemp, Director of the Mabula Ground 

Hornbill Project in South Africa, who is also Co-chair of the IUCN Species Survival Commission 

for the Hornbill Specialist Group. Dr Kemp facilitated the process of stakeholder engagement 

in conservation planning for the species in Zimbabwe.   

Figure 4: Nest Custodians being interviewed 



Educational seminars: Two seminars were organised for raising awareness for the project. 

The first seminar was meant to be for the general public in Bulawayo, the BirdLife Zimbabwe 

Matabeleland Branch club and also, researchers and people working for other organisations 

in the field of conservation. The second seminar was meant for university students, staff and 

research fellows at the Department of Forest Resources and Wildlife Management to incite 

research interest in the department and foster partnerships and support for the future of the 

project.  

 

Challenges  

1) Transportation: Our biggest challenge during the project has been the lack of 

consistent transportation in the form of a vehicle to the study area from the city of 

Bulawayo to the Matobo after the initial project vehicle became unavailable for use. 

Regrettably, the vehicle offered to us as a substitute by the BLZ office was in repairs 

for the greater part of the year and could not be handed over due to a lack of funds 

to replace the suspension. We made do with vehicles offered to us by well-wishers, 

Figure 5: Habitat assessment- Some of the habitat types found ranging from overgrazed patchy grasslands, cultivated fields and wetlands 



family members and some rentals. Although we did not manage to have frequent 

visits, we gathered sufficient data for our objectives. 

2) Economic meltdown: Other challenges, that presented barriers to the project is the 

on-going economic meltdown in Zimbabwe that made work complex as one has to 

continually adapt to challenges arising whether it be in procurement or services, funds 

and accounting as monetary policy changed to ban the use of multi-currencies in June 

last year. This made the economy and currency rates unstable. 

Lastly, another challenge we have had is the changing environment in the study area. Nest 

location is largely dependent on us finding the custodian it was named after. This became 

challenging in instances when custodians have since left the area or multiple names (usually 

of the family members) had been used to refer to a nest sites.  

              

Outcomes  

Nest visits  

We managed to revisit 18 of our 25 nests and confirm breeding activity outcomes. This 

breeding season did not have a good outcome probably due to the poor rains received in 

during the summer of 2019, only 6 groups bred successfully (24%). The country has been 

under a drought spell and in such instances, the species is known to withhold breeding 

investment. This is largely due to the high parental and group participation that goes into 

raising a chick, making it non-viable to raise young in such harsh conditions.  

 

 Figure 6: A family group foraging in a compound amongst cows. Two younger sub-adult birds were part of the group with their red facial skin still 
patchy and developing, showing past successive reproductive activity in this group but the absence of a young chick shows failure to breed in the past 

season.  

 



During our visits we could not help but notice the dry state of the environment and the 

suffering of the communities and dying livestock due to drying wells and lack of basic 

amenities. Most of our custodians told us that the hornbills were becoming problematic, 

killing domestic chicks and a few said they were also chasing chickens. Some old people said 

the hornbills never used to come into homesteads, hence the bad omen beliefs associated to 

them coming to people’s homes, but they are now increasingly seen coming closer and into 

people’s homesteads especially when the people are out. This behaviour is possibly due to 

the increase in frequency of droughts and reduction in foraging areas and thus foraging 

efficiency of the birds in their home ranges.  

On a positive note, some groups in November 2019 had already begun breeding for the next 

season and we could observe them forage and fly in and out of the nest carrying food for the 

Alpha female incubating. It is hoped that this season will be better than the previous one and 

more chicks will be raised to fledging. 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Cooperative breeding- group members flying in and out of their nest with food for the incubating female. 



Education and awareness  

We conducted different education and awareness programs in both the rural schools of the 

study area and to city audiences. Towards the end of the year, our education work in rural 

schools was largely affected by our inability to be in the field often. While we failed to keep 

the rural primary school conservation clubs going, we shifted our education drive to the urban 

populace.  A talk was given to Whitestone Primary School’s conservation club on the 23rd of 

October at the school in Bulawayo. Another talk, a public seminar was given to approximately 

120 people on the 4th of December at the Natural History Museum of Zimbabwe. 

Unfortunately, a planned talk to the University staff and students did not take place as exams 

were taking place. 

National and regional planning  

A planning workshop was held on the 5th of December at NUST University following the public 

seminar which had taken place the previous evening. Stakeholders invited to the species’ 

conservation workshop comprised NUST students, Professor Peter Mundy, BirdLife Zimbabwe 

staff and members, interested parties, Mabula Ground Hornbill Project staff. Dr Lucy Kemp 

facilitated the workshop. In total 19 people participated representing 8 organisations. 

Proceedings and recommendations will be published soon.  

The first Southern Ground-Hornbill Education Seminar held and the Natural History Museum of Zimbabwe in Bulawayo 

Participation of Stakeholders at the National Planning Workshop at the National University of Science and Technology 



Publications  

At least two papers are currently in the pipeline intended for publication and presentation at 

the 15th Pan African Ornithological Congress in November 2020. It is hoped that these 

publications will raise interest for collaboration and partnerships to carry the project and 

research forward as this survey has demonstrated how much more work needs to be done 

for the species in Zimbabwe. The first paper will be on the cultural beliefs around hornbills in 

Matobo and how these are affecting the SGH conservation status and the second will be on 

land use and group distribution dynamics. 

 

Future Plans 

This project is envisaged to be a long-term monitoring effort that expands from the Matobo 

district into a national coordinated conservation project. We intend on continuing the 

monitoring effort as best as is possible and widening our reach and scope to encompass the 

recommendations of the species planning workshop. Listed below are our short and long-

term plans to ensure the continuity of the project. 

● Establishing the true population status of the birds in Matobo through close 

monitoring and verifying group numbers on more frequent monitoring efforts. 

● Further studies on the population i.e. natal dispersal, temporal differences in 

behaviour and responses to the influences of the human landscape dynamics.  

● Participating in and presenting of results at the PAOC 15 in November 2020 

● Continued stakeholder engagement towards the production of a national species 

management plan  

● Coordinating national and regional participation and collaboration in research and 

conservation to follow up on the sightings we have been receiving 

● Fundraising for or securing a vehicle for a national SGH survey. Coordinating various 

WhatsApp group chat networks for Ground-hornbill sightings reports toward a 

national spatial distribution assessment and collecting from already organised citizen 

scientist groups like Birdlife Zimbabwe’s Special Species Sightings group.  

Figure 8:The mystery group we saw on the Gwanda Bulawayo road that we still need to 
follow up and find. 



Additionally, a group of volunteers has been organised into a team to continue this as a 

countrywide long-term monitoring project from the year 2020 onwards. This group has a 

diverse skill set and will do the ground work recommended by the species action plan 

resulting from the stakeholder engagement process under the guidance of Birdlife Zimbabwe 

and the Mabula Ground Hornbill Project.  
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