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Searching for an elusive Panda special

After more than 26 years of birding in the southern
African sub-region, the search for new species to add to
one’s list becomes something of a hit and miss affair with
| fewer and fewer species to look for and most of those
being located in rather remote parts of the region.

One of these species is the Olive-headed Weaver Ploceus
olivaceiceps that occurs in Miombo woodland that is
characterized by Old-mans beard (Usnea) lichen that hangs
from a lot of the trees and which this bird also uses to build its
nest with. The only area in the region where this species is known to occur, is the woodlands to
the west of the small town, Panda, in the Inhambane province of Mozambique.

From a birder’s perspective, the Inhambane-province is not necessarily considered to be one of
the prime areas for great birding and bird species diversity. This can mainly be ascribed to the
large-scale changes brought to the environment by human activities and one can travel for many
kilometers through a landscape dominated by palms, cassava and cashew-nut trees planted by
the local populace with hardly any natural vegetation having been left intact. The Miombo
woodlands around Panda, although also under severe pressure from slash and burn and the
clearing of large patches for the planting of crops, is however currently an exception.

A previous attempt to get to see the bird in this area, about 4 years ago, ended in near-disaster
for my wife, Thea, and I. We were staying at the Barra Lodge at the time and, after lazying
around on the beach for four days, we started to get bored and decided that visiting Panda to
look for the weavers would be a good idea. Having flown in to Inhambane and not having a
vehicle of our own was, of course, a little bit of an obstacle. However, birders are generally
resourceful people and we were able to arrange for a driver and vehicle to take us to the site
with the kind assistance of Lodge management in no time.

We were collected on the day concerned by the driver, Michael, in a bakkie that had the three of
us squeezed in on the front seat for the trip to Panda. Apart from Michael arriving about an hour
late, the unmistaekable sweet odour of dagga in the cab, the vehicle having very little noticeable
suspension that still worked and being driven to Inhambane first before he realized we should
actually have gone to Maxixe to get to the Panda road, our driver also nearly succeeded on three
occasions to involve us in a serious accident on the day. One of these was particularly scary
when he drove at over 100km/h in Maxixe after the turn-off to Panda and literally became
airborne over a shallow concrete causeway across the road with very little control after landing.
We finally managed to get to the site west of Panda where the birds were believed to be by
about midday in plus-35° heat and, with only 2 hours to spare, had no success in locating the
weavers. Needless to say, this put us off ever again hiring a vehicle with a driver under similar
circumstances.

The organizers of the 4x4 Eco-challenge for the second time this year invited me to accompany
contestants on the route to be traveled by contestants during the final as advisor on matters
related to birds and birding. The 4x4 Eco-challenge is a novel concept in that it not only
encourages responsible off-road driving, but also facilitates research and conservation initiatives
in areas that are sometimes difficult to reach by other means. The route to be followed included
the northern Kruger Park and central Mozambique returning to South Africa via Swaziland. I was
asked which area within the scope of the proposed route would be considered vital to visit from a
birding perspective. The first thought that came to mind was the area around Panda and finding
the Olive-headed Weaver, of course.

Recent reports of considerable degredation of the woodlands in the area for subsistence



agriculture and charcoal production however had me worried that we might be too late to still
find these birds in the area. Fortunately, the organizers of the event were happy to agree that
we include the site on the itinerary and, during our discussions agreed to involve participants in a
challenge to find the birds once we arrived there. An added incentive was a prize that would
make the average 4x4 enthusiast’s mouth water in form of a set of four brand new Good Year
tyres for the team who first could locate the bird concerned and enabled us to confirm their
sighting.

We arrived at the site mid-afternoon in about 38°C and with high humidity that soon had
everyone longing for the cooler weather experienced earlier in the trip. After camp was set up,
the teams were briefed on the Olive-headed Weaver’s identification features, habits and
behaviour that could better assist in locating them in the area. The brief was concluded with
playing a recording of the bird’s call so that the teams were also able to try and locate the bird
by call. The teams then set off in different directions, each armed with a 2-way radio to notify us
should they have the bird in sight. We would then rush to the area to confirm if the bird was
indeed the target species.

Johann Oelofse and I decided to use one of the vehicles to drive some distance up the road to
scan the woodlands for the birds. We were not even 200m from camp, when one of the teams,
Mass and Lisbet from Zimbabwe, called us on the radio to say that they think they had the bird
in sight. We left the vehicle on the road and rushed into the woodland to see if they indeed were
lucky enough to find it so quickly. It however turned out to be a far more common Red-headed
Weaver female that was later joined by the male and the disappointment on the Zimbabweans
faces was obvious. Lisbet in particular was still quite adamant that they did indeed spot the
target species. We left the team after about 15 minutes to continue our search on the opposite
side of the road, but the birds proved to be quite elusive and we decided to return to camp after
about 90 minutes to hear if anyone else had reported in.

We hardly sat down when another call from the Zimbabweans came to say that this time they
were sure that they had located the weaver. Despite initially struggling to make contact over the
radio, we finally located them about 400m from camp in a dense stand of trees looking high into
the top of the canopy against fairly poor light which made any distinguishing features difficult to
pick up. For a while, all that we could make out were three small weaver-like birds busily flitting
through the canopy, hardly sitting still for more than a second or two. Needless to say, very
frustrating. Finally, one of these flew into the crown of a tree with a more open canopy and in
better light conditions for all of 10 seconds and I was able to ascertain beyond doubt that this
was indeed a female Olive-headed Weaver! The look of "I told you so!” from the Zimbabweans
was priceless and I was very happy that their perseverance paid off. Unfortunately, my friend
Johan was not able to get a good look at the bird and we decided to try to find it again the next
morning. That evening, there was quite a celebration in camp to mark the success of our quest
to find this elusive southern African special.

Early the next morning, we again set off to see if we could find the weavers and were finally
rewarded with crippling views of at least three birds, one male and a female, that were very
obliging and sat preening right in the open for more than 10 minutes before moving off. During
the search, we were also rewarded with excellent views of other Miombo-woodland species such
as White-breasted Cuckooshrike, Cabanis’ Bunting, Black-eared Seed-eater and Racket-tailed
Roller to name a few. All in all a very rewarding stop-over and one that finally saw me getting a
bird that at one stage seemed to be out of reach and would require a lot more effort to see.
Certainly an unusual way to get a lifer, but nonetheless a tactic that seemed to work beautifully
and involved everyone in the group, even those that have never before bothered to look at birds.

The large-scale removal and ring-barking of trees in this habitat for a variety of purposes
however is a great cause for concern and it is likely that, unless something is done to protect at
least part of the Miombo woodlands near Panda, that this habitat could completely disappear
from the area and the Olive-headed Weaver with it.



