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Summary 

 

Hinde’s Babbler Turdoides hindei is a globally Vulnerable restricted-range Kenyan endemic, found 

mainly on the fertile southern slopes of Mt Kenya and the foothills of the Aberdares. In these 

fertile, intensively cultivated areas it is associated mainly with residual patches of scrub and 

dense thickets along watercourses. Between the mid-1900s and 2001 its range appeared to 

contract by c. 30%, this being attributed mainly to a reduction in scrub cover. Surveys in 1994 and 

2000-01 suggested a global population of 1,500–5,600 birds, within a fragmented range of c. 1,900 

km2.  Here, we describe recent changes in its known range, and in its abundance at three sites, 

between 2000-01 and 2011.    

1. Changes in the global range size of Hinde’s Babbler were estimated from the number of 10x10 

km squares in which it has been recorded (its Area of Occupancy) and from the number of 

squares contained within a boundary encompassing all known sites (its Extent of 

Occurrence). 

2. Since its discovery in 1900, Hinde’s Babbler has been recorded in 53 squares, indicating an 

Area of Occupancy c. 5,300 km2. These encompass an Extent of Occurrence spanning c. 22,700 

km2. The disparity between these two measures (differing by a factor of 4+) is likely to reflect 

the low level of observer coverage throughout much of the species’ range.  

3. We examined changes in these two measures over three time periods: 1900-70, 1971-90 and 

1991-2011. While the species’ Area of Occupancy had increased steadily, its Extent of 

Occurrence contracted between 1900-70 and 1971-90, and then expanded during 1991-2011. 

This apparent expansion resulted mainly from new discoveries on the periphery of its known 

range, at Meru NP and Ngaia Forest, the Muumoni Hills, Mukurwe-ini, and near to Wote, SE 

of Machakos.  

4. While the species’ global range thus appears to have expanded between 1900-70 and 1991-

2011, this change has coincided with a rise in the number and mobility of casual observers, 

and in the ease with which sightings may be communicated. We suggest that the new sites 

located during 1991-2011 are likely to have been occupied prior to that period, and that the 

current range of Hinde’s Babbler may be broadly similar to that of 1900-70.    

5. Notwithstanding these recent additions to its known range, several aspects of the species’ 

status give cause for concern. During 1991-2011 Hinde’s Babblers were recorded from just 31 

squares (59% of its historical range), and was unrecorded in 14 squares from which it had 

been reported in 1971-90. Most of these lay within intensively cultivated areas near to the core 

of its range.      

6. To investigate whether the species’ abundance or habitat had changed at individual sites over 

the past decade, we re-assessed the habitat and density of Hinde’s Babblers in three Important 

Bird Areas previously surveyed in 2000-01: Machakos, Kianyaga and Mukurwe-ini Valleys. 

During 1-21 July 2011 we re-surveyed 74 km of watercourse at these sites, using field methods 

identical to those used in 2000-01.   

7. The 2011 survey yielded 308 Hinde’s Babblers in 75 groups, indicating little overall change in 

the number of individuals (+1.3%) or groups (-3.8%) since 2000-01. There was, however, a 

marked change in the species’ demography, with a 12% rise in the number of adults present 
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and a 30% drop in the number of offspring (juveniles and fledglings). Although the 

percentage of birds classed as juveniles or fledglings was slightly lower in 2011 (13%) than in 

2000-01 (19%), at no site was this reduction statistically significant. 

8. These combined figures mask differing trends within the three IBAs. At Machakos, the 

number of individuals and groups detected had fallen by 55% and 68%, respectively, since 

2000-01, to just 15 individuals in five groups. The proportion of offspring present had likewise 

declined during 2000-11; from 23% to 13%.  We noted a corresponding decline in the 

percentage of scrub cover adjacent to each watercourse surveyed; from 35% to 21%. 

9. In contrast, the number of individuals and groups recorded at Kianyaga had risen 

substantially; by 40% and 35%, respectively. As at Machakos, the percentage of young birds 

present had declined; from 17% to 7%. 

10. At Mukurwe-ini we found little change in the number of individuals present (+2%), but a 

slight decline in the number of groups (-11%), and in the percentage of offspring (from 19% to 

16%).  

11. Based on pooled data from all sites surveyed in 2000-2011, the likelihood of a group 

containing offspring (juveniles or fledglings) varied in relation to the number of adults 

present. Offspring were present in 33% of small groups (1-3 adults) compared with 60% of 

larger groups. Similarly, small groups contained significantly fewer offspring per group (0.45) 

than larger groups (0.92), and significantly fewer offspring per adult (0.17 versus 0.21).  

12. Hinde’s Babbler shows striking levels of plumage polymorphism, some individuals 

appearing partially albino, with solid blotches of white on the chest or back, often distributed 

asymmetrically. Such individuals occasionally have one or a few white flight feathers. To 

investigate possible links between albinism, age and breeding success, we scored each 

individual’s plumage pattern on a five-point scale. Of 443 birds assessed, 35% were classed as 

‘pale’ and 8% as ‘white’ (plumage scores 5 and 6). When combined, these plumage types were 

linked to age class, being significantly more common among adults (45%) than juveniles 

(15%).  

13. The proportion of pale/white birds present also varied significantly between four sites, being 

lower at Machakos and Kianyaga than at Mukurwe-ini and Meru. However there was no link 

between the incidence of pale/white birds and population density, average annual rainfall, 

adult group size or breeding success.   

14. During the 2000-01 survey all transects were divided into consecutive 1-km sections, and each 

habitat survey point and babbler group was assigned to its respective section. This approach 

revealed a positive relationship between the distribution of Hinde’s Babbler groups, the 

number of offspring present, and the amount of scrub cover within each 1-km section.  

15. Using the same approach, we describe here a positive relationship between change in the 

number of Hinde’s Babblers within 1-km transect sections, and change in scrub cover. 

Transect sections in which scrub cover had declined between 2000-01 and 2011 tended to 

show a corresponding change in the number of Hinde’s Babblers present. A linear regression 

suggests that the loss of one adult was associated with a reduction in scrub cover of six 

percentage points at Mukurwe-ini and Kianyaga, and of 15 percentage points at Machakos. 
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Similarly, the loss of one group was associated with a 22 and 60 percentage point loss in scrub 

cover at these sites, respectively. 

16. Our findings help to quantify the impact of scrub removal on Hinde’s Babbler abundance at a 

local scale. When combined with results from the 1994 and 2000-01 surveys they provide a 

firm basis on which to develop management guidelines for Hinde’s Babbler populations 

within heavily cultivated areas, and will assist in the development of a species action plan.  
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Itinerary 

Participants: PS, Phil Shaw; PN, Peter Njoroge; VO, Vincent Otieno; EM, Edson Mlamba; CK, C. 

Kabiru & C. Kariuki 

 
 
 

Date Location Participants 

 28-Jun o/n Nairobi PS 

 29-Jun Nairobi: meet with co-workers, National Museums of Kenya PS, EM, VO 

 30-Jun Nairobi: Arrange & collect hire vehicle PS 

 1-Jul Nairobi to Machakos, begin survey PS, EM 

 2-Jul Machakos, survey PS, EM 

 3-Jul Machakos, survey PS, EM 

 4-Jul Machakos, survey, return to Nairobi PS, EM 

 5-Jul Nairobi: arrange hire of Suzuki Maruti PS 

 6-Jul Nairobi to Kianyaga, begin survey PS, VO 

 7-Jul Kianyaga, survey PS, VO 

 8-Jul Kianyaga, survey PS, VO 

 9-Jul Kianyaga, survey PS, VO 

 10-Jul Kianyaga, survey PS, VO 

 11-Jul Kianyaga, survey PS, VO 

 12-Jul Kianyaga to Mukurwe-ini, VO returns to Nairobi PS, VO, CK, CK 

 13-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 14-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 15-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 16-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 17-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 18-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 19-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 20-Jul Mukurwe-ini, survey PS, CK, CK 

 21-Jul Search between Mukurwe-ini & Nyeri, travel to Mpala Research Centre PS, CK, CK 

 22-Jul Mpala: provisional data analysis PS 

 23-Jul Mpala: provisional data analysis PS 

 24-Jul Mpala to Nairobi PS 

 25-Jul Nairobi: meet with NMK & Nature Kenya to discuss provisional findings PS, PN, VO 

 26-Jul Nairobi to UK PS 
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Expenditure 

 

 

Item Detail Rate Number  Cost Subtotal Total 

        

Equipment Loudspeaker, audio cable, batteries    £58   

      £58  

Transport        

Flights Return flight, UK-Nairobi    £647   

 Taxi, Airport-Nairobi, return    £24   

      £671  

Vehicle Datsun saloon (Machakos) £39 5 days £193   

 Suzuki Maruti (Kianyaga & Mukurweini) £39 16 days £616   

 Fuel    £142   

      £950  

        

Insurance      £95  

        

Accommodation & subsistence        

 NMK intern, overnight subsistence  £14.70 11 nights £162   

 Site Support Group, daily subsistence £9.30 10 days £93   

 P. Shaw: field accommodation £14.00 21 nights £294   

 P. Shaw: hotel accomm., Nairobi £29 7 nights £203   

 Follow-up visit, Machakos1    £50   

      £802  

        

Report production      £15  

        

Total cost       £2,591 

1
 Towards the cost of accommodation during a follow-up visit to Machakos by P.N., planned for mid-2012 

 

 
Exchange rate:  Ksh 136:£1 

 


