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Introduction 

Lilian’s lovebird Agapornis lilianae is a small parrot found in south- east Africa with a 

restricted range within the Zambezi River basin (Mzumara et al, 2019). The species are 

cavity dwellers with a strong association with Colophospermum mopane woodlands 

(Mzumara et al, 2019). In Zimbabwe, distribution stretches from middle to lower Zambezi 

valley. Previously Lilian’s lovebirds used to be widely distributed throughout the Zambezi 

valley but due to human expansion and increased agricultural activities the species are 

now restricted into protected areas such as Mana Pools National Park. Lilian’s lovebirds 

are listed as Near Threatened due to its moderately small population which may be in 

decline (BirdLife International, 2018). The trapping of live birds for trade and habitat 

destruction are among the major threats to Lilian’s lovebirds’ populations (Perrin, 2012). 

Studies on Lilian’s lovebirds have been done in Malawi (Mzumara, 2011, 2014, 2019) but 

there is lack of baseline information on the distribution and status of the species in 

Zimbabwe. Information available is not adequate to make cognizant decisions and to 

contribute to the Parrot Researchers’ Group for conservation efforts. The conditions of 

many important bird areas in protected areas including the Middle Zambezi in which 

Lilian’s lovebirds occur is deteriorating with a high threat status owing to mostly invasive 

species, natural system modification, agricultural expansion and over exploitation 

(Mukwashi and Matsvimbo, 2008). Ecological studies that can inform conservation 

actions are greatly needed for the species.  

Project goal 

Define status and habitat suitability of Lilian’s lovebirds in Mana Pools National Park 

Objectives: 

• Determine the current species distribution and abundance 

• Assess the level of threats 

• Educate local people on Lilian’s lovebird habitat and threatened status 

• Propose conservation actions for the Lilian’s lovebird 

 



Study Area 

The 2196km Mana Pools National Park is located in a semi-arid region in northern 

Zimbabwe. It is in the region of lower Zambezi River which marks the boundary with 

Zambia. It lies adjacent to Sapi, Chewore and Hurungwe Safari Areas and the Mukwichi 

Communal Land on the South of the Park. Mean total annual rainfall and temperature are 

708mm and 250 C respectively. The southern section is characterized by colluvial 

deposits from the Zambezi escarpment. Alluvial deposits are restricted to larger rivers 

(Rukomechi and Sapi) and are pronounced along the Zambezi Valley, forming the Mana 

Pools floodplain. Major vegetation communities include riparian vegetation dominated by 

Faidherbia albida woodlands, dry deciduous Commiphora-Combretum thickets, and 

Colophospermum mopane woodland. 

 

Figure 1: Sightings of Lilian’s lovebirds in Mana Pools National park and surrounding areas. 

 

 

 



Project activities: 

Bilateral consultations and collaboration with key stakeholders 

The onset of the research project on Lilian’s lovebirds started with training of field 

volunteers on bird identification and use of field equipment. We contacted Zimbabwe 

Parks and Wildlife Management Authority for permission to undertake research in Mana 

Pools National Park and permits were issued in November 2020 and May 2021 for first 

and second seasons respectively. Before the onset of field work, we distributed 

information flyers and lovebirds record sheets to tour operators, safari camps and 

interested birders to report sightings. Moreover, we contacted BirdLife Zimbabwe 

members to provide us with references to previous sightings of Lilian’s lovebirds. During 

the survey, we took the local ecologist and a ranger to the field with us to follow the work. 

Whenever possible we contacted to ask for permission and consult safari camps and tour 

operators within the study area every time we worked in their concession.  We derived 

most of our knowledge from Tiwonge I Mzumara from the Malawian University of Science 

and Technology (MUST). Many thanks to her for her unwavering support. She was always 

available to provide her knowledge and guidance throughout the field work.  

 

Training of local people 

 

Figure 2: Training of rangers and other stakeholders at Nyamepi camp (left) and area manager speaking 

during the workshop (right). Photo credit: Jimmy Muropa 

 



The local ecologist for Mana Pools National Park organized a workshop to train 

stakeholders on the identification and conservation of Lilian’s lovebirds. All stakeholders 

around were invited and we were accompanied by, area manager Mr Ngosi, parks 

rangers (including the senior ranger Mr Ncube), individuals from Painted Dogs 

Conservation, BushLife safaris, and Wilderness camp. Birds are not very much 

appreciated in Zimbabwe even with people who have environment conservation 

background. It became very necessary to educate partners on the role and importance of 

birds in the ecosystem. Stakeholders were also trained on how to identify lovebirds, 

nest/roost identification, and educated on the ecology and threats of Lilian’s lovebirds.  

Field survey and mapping 

We conducted field surveys in dry and wet seasons in November 2020 and in May 2021 

respectively. To ensure even coverage, we divided the park into 5-minute quarter degree 

squares (pentads) which are 9.2 km x 9.2 km (Larsen et al, 2009). We used Birdlasser 

(Application which is used for the Southern African Bird Atlassing Project) to identify 

pentad boundaries and to collect GPS coordinates (Underhill et al, 2017). We used 

existing tracks and pathways as transects in all pentads.  

 Drive transect were conducted at approximately 20km per hr-1 and for census the point 

count method was used (Buckland et al. 2001). The points were identified where Lilian’s 

lovebirds were seen or heard during the survey. At every point we stopped and walked a 

radius of 100 m recording flock size, activity, and describing habitat. We surveyed a total 

of 35 points within 12 pentads. 

Results and Discussion 

Distribution of Lilian’s lovebirds in Mana Pools National Park 

Lilian’s lovebirds are scattered in 4 different vegetation types: riverine thickets dominated 

by invasive species, Acacia and Faidhebias, Mopane woodlands, and grasses under tree 

cover. The flood plain along the Zambezi river provides major foraging sites in grasses 

under tree cover of Faidherbia albida and Acacia trees. We recorded high numbers of 

lovebirds in pentads along the Zambezi river (figure 3). We marked 8 roosting sites in 

mopane woodlands and 1 rare case in a combretum species. 



 

Figure 3: Distribution of lovebirds in QDS within Mana Pools National Park. 

Population Estimates 

Estimates predict a total population of 1491 Lilian’s lovebirds spread through Mana Pools 

National park. The total is probably an underestimation as we could not survey 30% of 

the area due to inaccessibility.  The total of individuals is worrying for a 2196km2 park. 

Mzumara (2011) predicted a total of 2000 individuals in a 548 km2 Liwonde National park 

in Malawi. Although Lilian’s lovebirds are strongly associated with Mopane woodland 

(Mzumara et al, 2019), we recorded large numbers in the Faidherbias (figure 4). This 

suggest that mopane may be a key resource for nesting and roosting whilst the birds 

forage in other areas. This is evident as we observed the birds flying from Mopane 

woodlands to the floodplains every morning. This was also revealed by studies in Liwonde 

National park in Malawi (Mzumara et al. 2014) Thus, food availability is a key factor 

determining the species distribution. 



 

Figure 4: Population estimates of Lilian’s lovebirds in 5 different vegetation in dry and wet seasons. 

Another factor is water availability. It is a limiting factor for the Lilian’s lovebirds as shown 

for the Black-cheeked lovebirds (A. nigrigenis) in Zambia (Warburton and Perrin. 2005, 

Mzumara. 2011). Pans and pools within the Mopane woodlands are seasonal and climate 

change is causing premature drying up hence more lovebirds concentrate along the 

Zambezi river.  

Distribution in wet and dry seasons 

Seasonal distribution of the lovebirds in the park is quite clear (figure 4). Although high 

numbers were recorded in the Faidherbias in both seasons, the species is widely spread 

out in wet season. This is due to presence of water and food in Mopane woodlands during 

the rainy season. Areas with larger mopane trees provide a greater density of grasses 

that form part of the species diet during their breeding season (Mzumara et al. 2019). 

Lovebirds also increase in rainy season as shown with the Red-headed lovebird (A.  

pullarius) in Nigeria (Egwumah et al. 2014). There might be seasonal movements of 

lovebirds from other areas outside the park. High numbers were recorded in the wet 

season which is also the species breeding time. The park might be their key breeding 

area as the lovebirds tend to hang around their breeding site (Mzumara. 2014). 

Mzumara (2011) revealed lovebirds concentrate more in Mopane woodlands during the 

wet season. The diversity and quality of food in the mopane may not be favorable than in 
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the Faidherbia in Mana Pools National park. The reason for poor quality and/diversity of 

food in mopane woodlands could also be the problem causing dying of mopane trees. 

This might be a result of a change in the soil chemistry or climate change. A detailed 

study on vegetation would be very helpful.  

Observed threats 

 

Figure 5: Mopane shrubs dominating the area (left)and a dry pan with little water fed from borehole at 

Machaba safari camp (right) 

1. Invasive species (Croton argenteus) are invading foraging sites; 

2. Premature drying of pools and pans due to climate change; 

3. Tree mortality probably due to a change in soil chemistry, diseases and climate 

change: big cathedral mopane trees which support lovebirds for roosting and 

nesting are dying; 

4. Large herbivores impacting on mopane leading to shrub trees which are not 

favorable for the lovebirds. 

5. Competition with other birds and small animals for roosting hole in mopane trees 

 

Recommendations 

There is need for further investigations to better understand the status of Lilian’s lovebirds 

in Mana Pools National park. The vegetation is capable of sustaining large populations 

but the dying of large mopane trees for roosting/nesting is worrying for the lovebirds. 

Conservation efforts should target protecting these large mopane trees. A detailed 



vegetation survey, further investigation on the species preferences and associations, and 

monitoring is required.  Investigations on seasonal movements is recommended to fully 

understand the lovebirds’ home range. The increase of their numbers in the wet season 

is a clear indication of seasonal movements. There is need to fully investigate the 

lovebirds’ distribution and interactions with humans in their entire range within Zimbabwe. 

This would help to fully understand their conservation requirements. There is also need 

of incorporating a transboundary conservation project for the lovebirds. This can be done 

by BirdLife Zimbabwe, Bird Watch Zambia, and Mozambique. 
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Appendix 

1 Expenses 

Table 1: Expenses covered during the two surveys 

Item First survey 

US$ 

Second survey 

US$ 

Total 

US$ 

Fuel for the survey 

trip from Harare to 

Mana Pools 

National Park 

381 246 627 

Food for the survey 

team 

193 122.15 315.15 

Purchasing of 

canon powershot 

camera and a 

camera bag 

528                 _ 528 

Accommodation 

and entry fees for 4 

field volunteers 

632 272 904 

Research Permit 

fee from Zimbabwe 

Parks and Wildlife 

Management 

Authority 

500 500 1000 

Vehicle 

maintenance 

101       _ 101 

Total 2335 1140.15 3475.15 

 



2 Field pictures (Photo credit: Ronnie Chirimuta, Jimmy Muropa and Justine Brown) 

 

Figure 6: Survey team with the authorities at Machaba camp (left) and Parks ranger (Louisa Mugogororo), 

Shingirai Sakarombe and Abigail Karimanzira measuring tree DBH at a roost site (right). 

 

Figure 7: Survey team looking for Lilian’s lovebirds in a mixed mopane woodland 



 

 

Figure 8: Lilian’s lovebirds preening (left), playing in mopane trees (right) and feeding in grasses (below) 

 

 

 

 


