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ABSTRACT 

Sharpe’s Longclaw (Macronyx sharpei) is a species highly specialized to the unique highland 

grasslands. It is endemic to Kenya and is listed as endangered in the IUCN Redlist based on the 

most current population estimate (2000) which put the population to between 10,000 and 19,999 

individuals. However, rapid declines of the quality and quantity of grasslands has been recorded 

in all its range and thus necessitating an update on population estimate. The main objective of 

this countrywide population survey was thus to obtain current Sharpe’s Longclaw population 

estimates and its distribution to inform conservation and development efforts in Kenya. We used 

fixed-width line transect to assess the occurrence and densities of birds. A team comprising of 

five members simultaneously searched for suitable grasslands and counted individual Sharpe’s 

Longclaw between September 2018 and March 2020.  

Counting sites were guided by habitat preferences for Sharpe’s Longclaw, local knowledge of 

suitable habitat, and reference to historical distribution records held at the National Museums of 

Kenya and BirdLife International Database. Filling a gap where there has not been any 

countrywide regular population survey of Sharpe’s Longclaw and other grassland birds, our 

census recorded 1,238 individuals in 3,687 acres of grassland with an estimate of approximately 

50 – 60 % coverage of the bird’s range. Our estimate puts the Kenyan (and global) population to 

less than 2,000 individuals presenting a huge decline   compared to most recent estimate of 10,000 

– 19,999 (BirdLife International 2000). This new figure is a true reflection of the global 

population of Sharpe’s Longclaw since all the strongholds and most potential sites were visited.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 1: Land use and pressure presented in one image. Land degradation, overgrazing, crop cultivation, exotic 

woodlots, human settlement and development and fires. 
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During the population survey, long-term focused surveys in Kinangop (central Kenya) and other 

ongoing studies, we note that the grassland birds continue to face threats particularly loss of 

habitat due to change of land use, habitat degradation and mushrooming exotic plantations 

(Photo. 1) across all ranges. Other human induced factors such as extensive agricultural activities, 

overgrazing and infrastructure development are also taking a big toll to the population. 

Conservation efforts must therefore aim to address these problems at the site/local and national 

levels, and by adapting lessons learnt elsewhere. At a local scale, to halt high loss of highland 

grassland, we recommend urgent actions on upscaling and coordinating initiatives for conserving 

grasslands as well as the specialized species therein. We also propose establishment of a 

Grasslands Working Group and regular national monitoring scheme that will document the 

drivers and consequences of habitat fragmentation on Sharpe’s Longclaw distribution. 

 

Introduction  

Sharpe’s Longclaw Macronyx sharpei is endemic to Kenya, is listed in the International Union 

for Conservation of Nature’s Red List of Threatened Species as Endangered, and has almost its 

entire population occurring outside protected areas. This sedentary species occurs in montane 

grasslands at 1,900–3,600 metres (m) above sea level (asl), albeit rarely above 2,800m and below 

2,400m asl. The species appears to co-exist with livestock where the appropriate habitat—short 

grass with tussocks used for nesting and concealment from predators—is maintained (Muchai 

1998, Lens et al. 1998, Muchai et al. 2002a, b, Kimani et al. 2020). According to the most recent 

thorough estimates (2000), the population were put at between 10,000–19,999 individuals 

(BirdLife International 2000). However, a rapid population decline was predicted going with the 

status and trend of grassland cover in extent and quality. In 2000, Ndang’ang’a predicted that 

only less than 10% of the original grassland could be remaining by 2010 (Ndang’ang’a 2020). 

These predictions were confirmed by surveys in Kinangop and parts of Mau and Molo (Borghesio 

in litt. 2012, Bakari and Kariuki 2014) between 2012 and 2014.  

The bulk of its population occurs in Kinangop Plateau, Mau Narok, and the Timau grasslands on 

the North to North Eastern side of Mt Kenya where it can occur up to 3,600m (Borghesio et al. 

2013, Kimani et al. 2015, L. Bennun in litt. 1999, 2000). The Kinangop Plateau and Mau/Molo 

grasslands which once held key population have undergone habitat destruction to a huge extent. 

Based on 2009 surveys, the Uasin Gishu subpopulation has now almost disappeared due to rapid 

habitat conversion in the last decade (L. Borghesio in litt. 2012). Surveys of Lake Ol’Bolossat 

grasslands in August 2007 confirmed the presence of the species, with 29 birds recorded at 

densities of c.0.03-0.37 birds/ha (Wamiti et al. 2007). It is still locally common where suitable 

habitat persists (L. Bennun in litt. 1999, 2000). It is also known from the eastern slopes of Mt 

Elgon, where it was observed in September 2009 (L. Borghesio in litt. 2012) and the Aberdare 

Mountains (although recent records have been rare; L. Bennun in litt. 1999, 2000, L. Borghesioin 

litt. 2008, 2016). A small subpopulation was discovered in the Cherangani Hills in September 

2009 (L. Borghesioin litt. 2012).  
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In addition to being critical habitat for Sharpe’s Longclaw and other grassland birds, the highland 

grasslands of Kenya are important for agriculture and livestock husbandry, are home for other 

unique biodiversity, and provide key ecological services. For instance, the highland grasslands 

of Kinangop highland and Molo/Mau are internationally recognized as Important Bird Areas 

(IBAs) despite not having a formal protected areas status and undergoing rapid habitat 

fragmentation. Together with Timau grasslands, they form the core of remaining grasslands, but 

are now mainly modified patches of grazing land and cultivated plots, thus their ecological 

character is changing remarkably fast. 

Highland grasslands also face challenges revolving around excessive utilization and 

inappropriate management of natural resources, resulting in degradation of grassland 

ecosystems. The main drivers of habitat loss are land use change, land fragmentation and 

mushrooming exotic plantations across all ranges. Other human induced factors such as 

extensive agricultural activities, overgrazing and infrastructure development are taking a big toll 

to the habitat. Parallel to the decline of grassland habitats, are declines of biodiversity and birds’ 

populations that are disproportionately large. In addition, the remaining patches are highly 

fragmented and their qualities are usually unpredictable and inconsistent as a result of changing 

grazing and weather conditions.  

 

Photo 2 and 3: Incidents of grasslands burning was recorded regularly in Mau – Molo. Photo S. Bakari 

 

Currently, efforts to study the national (and indeed the global) population of Sharpe’s Longclaw 

are rare, consequently the justification and prioritization of conservation efforts is impeded. 

Building on population surveys done in Kinangop, the project carried out a detailed population 

survey across the species range which helped inform the current estimate of Sharpe’s Longclaw 

and map its remaining habitat.  
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Photo 4; One of the few expansive grasslands in Mau dedicated for communal Livestock grazing. Photo S. Bakari 

 

Objectives;  

The primary objective of the study was to update the Sharpe’s Longclaw population and 

current status of its habitat. The findings will build the ecological knowledge of Sharpe’s 

Longclaw, other grassland birds and their habitat to inform prioritization and justification 

for allocation of resources for the conservation of the grasslands. To achieve this, the project 

standardized and set up a baseline for the long-term monitoring of the highland grassland 

birds in key sites in Kenya as well as prepared a protocol that standardizes monitoring of 

Sharpe’s Longclaw and its habitat. In addition, the project built the capacity of local 

volunteers in biodiversity monitoring through active participation.  
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Photo 5; Livestock grazing in Mau. Photo; S. Bakari 

Methods; 

All the regions historically known to hold substantial populations of Sharpe’s Longclaw 

were visited.  

These included; 

• South and  

• North Kinangop,  

• Ol’Kalou and Ol’Bolossat Region 

• Timau 

• Mau-Molo 
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 Map 1; Map download from BirdLife International Datazone showing the sites marked green. The areas marked pink Mt. Kenya (near 

Nanyuki/Meru) and Mt. Elgon (near Kitale) 

 

 

Counting sites were guided by habitat preferences for Sharpe’s Longclaw, local knowledge of 

suitable habitat, and reference to historical distribution records held at the National Museums of 

Kenya and BirdLife International Database. 

Riding on the local knowledge, almost all the potentially suitable grasslands for Sharpe’s 

Longclaw in South and North Kinangop were visited. In Mau/Molo, birds counted on all sites 

selected by Ndang’ang’a and Borghesio (2006, 2008) on previous studies. In Timau, birds were 

counted in all sites selected by Kimani and Borghesio (2008, 2013, 2015) while birds were 

counted on sites selected by Wamiti and Ndungu (2013) in Ol’Kalou and Ol’Bolossat regions 

(Table 3).  

Region Sites Visited 

Mau-Molo 15 

North Kinangop 34 

Ol’Kalou 18 

South Kinangop 32 

Timau 3 

Total 102 
Table 1: Summary of sites visited per region  
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The survey was carried out between September 2018 and March 2020. All the counts were done 

by a team of five skilled surveyors from Friends of Kinangop Plateau, National Museums of 

Kenya and Cranes Conservation Volunteers.  

We used a combination of Fixed-width Point Count and Flash and Count method to estimate 

the number of grassland birds. A 50m rope was dragged by two individuals along a pre-

determined transect after allowing five minutes settling-in period. Two skilled avian observers 

and a recorder walked behind the dragged rope noting all the birds flashed. All the observations 

were done early morning (between 6.30 am 11.30 am) and late afternoon (between 3.30 pm and 

6.00 pm) when birds are most active. All birds seen within the 50m length of the rope were 

recorded and assigned a distance of 0-50 (0 being the left of the bird observers and 50 the right). 

All birds observed outside the 50m rope length on both sides but within 50m distance were 

recorded. Distance of birds observed beyond the 50m length of the rope (left and right of the 

transect) was assigned a negative value from -1 to – 50. The absolute number of individual birds 

in each farm were acquired from extrapolating number of birds counted within the 50 m wide 

transect(s) against the total area of the farm. Sizes of farms were assessed using the area estimator 

of Google Earth. Regional populations of individual Sharpe’s Longclaw were arrived at from 

estimated coverage per region.  

Photo 6; A Common Fiscal Shrike feeding on a nestling/juvenile of a grassland pipit. Another natural driver of population of small grassland 

birds. Photo; S. Bakari 

 

For all sites, habitat was classified, based on the requirements of Sharpe’s Longclaw, as ‘good’ (= 

short grass with over 60% tussock coverage) or ‘moderate’ (= taller grass or overgrazed areas with 

dense tussock). Data were also collected on land use (presence or not, type and number of 
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livestock), weed infestation, edge types, and bird species other than Sharpe’s Longclaws. Any 

sign of breeding by Sharpe’s Longclaw was noted. Finally, weather conditions, GPS coordinates 

and the list of observers per site were recorded. 

 

Results and discussion. 

A total of 102 transects were surveyed in the five regions (Mau-Molo, North Kinangop, Ol’Kalou, 

South Kinangop and Timau) representing a total of 39,159 metres of grassland equivalent to 

1,923,650 square metres. In Mau-Molo, a total of 391 individual Sharpe’s Longclaw were counted 

in 760 Acres of grassland which was estimated to be about 60% of coverage thus a total of 651 

(±65) individuals are estimated to occur in this. In North Kinangop, a total of 322 individual 

Sharpe’s Longclaw were counted in 696 Acres of grassland which was estimated to be about 80% 

coverage thus a total of 403 (±40) individuals are estimated to occur here. In Ol’Kalou, a total of 

37 individual Sharpe’s Longclaw were counted in 305 Acres of grassland which was estimated to 

be about 60% coverage thus a total of 62 (±6) individuals are estimated to occur here. In South 

Kinangop, a total of 207 individual Sharpe’s Longclaw were counted in 1206 Acres of grassland 

which was estimated to be about 80% coverage thus a total of 259 (±25) individuals are estimated 

to occur here. In Timau, a total of 281 individual Sharpe’s Longclaw were counted in 680 Acres 

of grassland which was estimated to be about 80% coverage thus a total of 351 (±35) individuals 

are estimated to occur here. From the number of individuals counted, area surveyed and the 

estimated coverage we put total number of Sharpe’s Longclaw in all the major sites in Kenya to 

be 1,726 (±167) thus between 1,559 and 1,893 individuals. Considering that the sites not surveyed 

have very low densities historically, we conclude that the global population is between 1,800 

and 2,000 individuals and rapidly declining. 

The average density in all the habitats suitable and hosting the species was 0.57 individuals per 

acre. Molo and North Kinangop had the highest densities with 0.72 and 0.69 respectively. 

Olkalou and Ol’Bolossat had a density of 0.38, South Kinangop 0.48 and 0.43 in Timau.  

 

Region Size (Acres) Count of SLC Estimated % age  

Coverage 

SLC Estimate  

Mau-Molo 760 391 60 651 

North Kinangop 696 322 80 403 

Ol'Kalou 305 37 60 62 

South Kinangop 1206 207 80 259 

Timau 680 281 80 351 

Total 3,647 1,238 72 1,726 
Table 2; Summary of Sharpe’s Longclaw counts, coverage and estimates per region. 
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Out of the 15 sites surveyed in Mau-Molo, 60% (9) were identified to have a high level of threat 

and only in 6.6% (1) of the sites visited were threats perceived to be low. In North Kinangop 

47% (16) of the sites visited were identified to have a high level of threat while 26% (9) of the 

sites surveyed were perceived to be under low and medium levels of threats respectively. This 

was similar to South Kinangop where 68% (21) of the sites visited were identified to have a high 

level of threat while 16% (5) of the sites visited were perceived to be under low and medium 

levels of threats respectively. Out of the 18 sites surveyed in Ol’Kalou, 72% (13) of the sites 

surveyed were identified to be under high threat while 7.7% (2) of the sites were perceived to 

be under low threat. All the 3 sites visited in Timau were perceived to be under no major threat.  

 

Fig 1: Ranking of levels of threats (chances of land conversion, overgrazing, exotic tree plantations) as per region.  

 

South and North Kinangop had the highest number of plots under high pressure while plots in 

Timau were under lowest pressure. The main drivers of threats were overgrazing, likely 

conversion to crop cultivation, and establishment of exotic woodlots.  

 

Conclusion 

We recorded very high loss of highland grasslands across all the species range as compared to 

2008 and 2014 surveys. In Timau/Mt. Kenya region, we observed three stable patches in Marania 

Farm which are used for livestock grazing and with no apparent threat of conversion to crop 

cultivation. In Mau-Molo, we discovered a large track of communal grassland that is left aside 

for livestock grazing and that harbours healthy sub-population.  Livestock grazing was thus once 

again as being compatible with conservation of grasslands as documented in North and South 

Kinangop.  

In Kinangop, community conservation initiatives have helped raise the levels awareness among 

community members, helped establish sustainable conservation models that could be used as 
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lessons for other regions. Since almost the entire population is outside protected area, we 

recommend stepping up efforts to sustainably manage and acquire more suitable grasslands. In 

addition, we recommend urgent actions on upscaling and coordination of initiatives for 

grasslands conservation as well as the specialized species therein. We also propose establishment 

of Grasslands Working Group and regular national monitoring scheme.  
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