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T        
he IUCN Red List is the world’s most comprehensive information 

source on the global conservation status of animal, fungi and 

plant species. It provides information on population size and 

trends, geographic range and habitat needs of species, and 

highlights species that are at the greatest risk of extinction.

Evaluated species are classified on extinction risk, ranging from Least 

Concern (LC) to Near Threatened (NT), Vulnerable (VU), Endangered (EN) 

This year the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) celebrates 50 

years of the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species™. An invaluable conservation tool, 

the IUCN Red List guides conservation action and policy and functions as a health 

check for the planet, a ‘Barometer of Life’. We take a look at some of South Africa’s 

species listed as critically endangered. By TAMARA OBERHOLSTER
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and Critically Endangered (CR). Other categories include 

Not Evaluated (NE), Data Deficient (DD), Extinct in the 

Wild (EW) and Extinct (EX).

Currently, according to the 2014 IUCN Red List, there 

are 475 species (of those assessed) classified as 

threatened in South Africa, including 24 mammal 

species, 41 birds, 21 reptiles, 19 amphibians, 87 fishes, 

22 molluscs, 160 other invertebrates and 101 plants.

While the most well-known of South Africa’s critically 

endangered species is undoubtedly the black rhino, 

there are other species facing the very real threat of 

extinction that are less in the public eye. 

AVOIDING A SWANSONG FOR SA BIRDS

Wattled crane

Dr Francois le Grange, associate veterinarian for 

Johannesburg City Parks and Zoo and administrative 

and communication coordinator for the Wattled Crane 

Rescue Programme (WCRP), explains that the wattled 

crane (Bugeranus carunculatus) is critically endangered 

in South Africa, with only about 260 wild birds left. 

Globally, however, it is classified as vulnerable. 

In South Africa, the species (which is the most wetland-

dependent of Africa’s cranes) is facing extinction in 

the wild due to wetland loss and degradation, and 

collisions with power lines. Le Grange notes that it is 

important to protect the species from extinction 

because it is an indicator species for wetland health. 

The WCRP was established in 2000, in partnership with 

Johannesburg City Parks and Zoo, Ezemvelo KwaZulu-

Natal Wildlife, Pan African Association of Zoos and 

Aquaria, Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT), and KwaZulu-

Natal Crane Foundation. It aims to reverse the trend 

towards local extinction of the wattled crane by 

maintaining a captive breeding flock to serve as a 

genetic reservoir in the case of catastrophic extinction 

of wattled cranes in the wild, and to supplement the 

wild population through the release of captive-reared 

fledglings.

Le Grange says the WCRP has been successful in growing 

a captive population of birds. “The biggest challenge 

has been actually getting them to breed in captivity,” 

he says. “We are now, however, at the next step. We 

have reached our captive target number and are looking 

at releases into the wild. We are currently training people 

in the rearing of chicks for release, although these are 

destined for the captive population. Release will happen 

next season.”

There are presently 44 captive birds in the programme. 

“One of the objectives this year is to monitor the wild 

flock for any diseases,” explains Le Grange. “Only once 

the wild flock is deemed healthy enough will the reared 

birds be released back into the wild.”
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Learn more about the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species™ 

People can help by reporting wild wattled crane sightings 

to Tanya Smith at EWT - tanyas@ewt.org.za - or making 

a donation to the African Crane Conservation 

Programme. 

White-winged Flufftail

The white-winged flufftail (Sarothrura ayresi) is a small 

bird weighing about 30g with brownish plumage, with 

distinctive white panels in the wings, and a wingspan 

of approximately 16cm. It is also an enigma.

Rarely seen, the wetland species occurs in South Africa 

and Ethiopia. It is one of nine flufftail species, a family 

related to crakes and rails that comprises small, secretive 

ground-living birds that generally only reveal their 

presence when put to flight. The white-winged flufftail 

was BirdLife South Africa’s 2013 Bird of the Year and 

is listed as critically endangered on the IUCN Red List 

and The Eskom Red Data Book of Birds of South Africa, 

Lesotho and Swaziland (Barnes 2000).

BirdLife South Africa says the species is “severely 

threatened by habitat destruction and degradation, 

including the impact of mining activities, wetland 

drainage, various agriculture-related activities including 

crop farming, afforestation, grazing, water abstraction, 

horticulture, peat fires, draining, erosion, siltation, 

fences and developments such as roads, dams and 

buildings. Its habitat is believed to be undergoing a 

continuing decline. For example, all potentially suitable 

white-winged flufftail wetland habitat around Durban 

has been destroyed as a result of intensive agriculture 

(especially sugarcane farming), industrialisation and 

the proliferation of human settlements.”

Malcolm Drummond, former chairman of BirdLife South 

Africa, has been working to conserve the white-winged 

flufftail since 1992. “A friend and I were quite concerned 

as there were only three sites in South Africa where 

the bird was known. One of them is a marsh known as 

Middelpunt between Belfast and Dullstroom in 

Mpumalanga.”

Drummond and Deon Coetzee founded the Middelpunt 

Wetland Trust in 1994, which has facilitated extensive 

wetland rehabilitation work to restore Middelpunt. 

Subsequently, white-winged flufftails have been 

discovered at six more sites in South Africa. In 1997, 

the Middelpunt Wetland Trust expanded its work, 

sending a team of scientists to Ethiopia, where white-

winged flufftails had been identified. This was the first 

time that nests with eggs and chicks were scientifically 

recorded in Ethiopia.

The trust steadily built a relationship with the village 

TAP to watch

White-winged flufftail (Image: Warwick Tarboton)
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community near the Ethiopian Berga breeding site. In 

2003, it made a financial contribution of R25 000 to 

help build a school. About 700 village children currently 

attend the school, which has expanded over the years, 

thanks partly to continued support from the trust. 

Drummond notes that in return for the trust’s assistance, 

villagers named the school after the white-winged 

flufftail and patrol the wetland against disturbance, 

grazing and grass cutting during the breeding season.

In 2013, Drummond led another visit to Ethiopia, 

accompanied by Dr Hanneline Smit-Robinson, BirdLife 

South Africa conservation manager and Middelpunt 

Wetland Trust trustee; Professor Craig Symes, 

ornithologist and lecturer at the University of the 

Witwatersrand; Dr Brett Gardner, associate veterinarian 

at the Johannesburg Zoo and Miona Janeke, wildlife 

and nature photographer and graphic designer. 

“We took blood samples from seven birds for DNA 

testing and feather samples for isotope testing,” says 

Drummond. “We’re hoping to have results by the end 

of the year.”  The team is seeking to prove that the birds 

seen in South Africa from November to March are the 

same as those seen in Ethiopia between July and 

September.

The trust is about to commence building a facility at 

the Pretoria Zoo where the birds and their biology can 

be studied in captivity. If you’d like to help, consider 

taking part in the Flufftail Festival, which will be held 

from 2 February 2015 (World Wetlands Day) to 6 

February 2015 at the Checkers forecourt in Sandton 

City. You can also assist by raising public awareness or 

making a financial contribution. For more information, 

visit the BirdLife SA flufftail page.

OTHER CRITICALLY ENDANGERED SA SPECIES

Pepper-bark tree

Plants under threat are often overlooked, over-

shadowed by the headlines relating to wildlife poaching. 

But the pepper-bark tree (Warburgia salutaris) is on 

the IUCN and South African National Biodiversity 

Institute (SANBI) red species list. This tree is under 

guard in the Kruger National Park and it is an illegal act 

to harvest its bark.

HIGH-TECH CONSERVATION

As poachers get smarter, park rangers need to find 

new ways of staying ahead in the quest to stop rhino 

poaching. In this CNN Live video, Wouter van Hoven, 

director of the Centre for Wildlife Management at 

University of Pretoria, talks about how drones can 

be used to fight rhino poaching.

Endangered Wildlife Trust’s Wildlife & Energy 

Programme, in partnership with Eskom and 

Preformed Line Products, recently installed the 

world’s first nocturnal LED anti-collision device 

near Kroonstad, aimed at saving night-flying birds. 

They are a combination of basic bird flapper and 

bird flight diverter concepts, but are equipped with 

a solar panel to power flashing LED lights throughout 

the night.
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The bark and leaves of the pepper-bark tree are sought after 

for medicinal use and are used to treat everything from sinusitis 

to malaria. Through its Warburgia Conservation Programme 

(WCP), SANParks aims to protect existing trees from poachers, 

to grow seedlings in its Skukuza Nursery, and to work alongside 

traditional healers to train them in propagation and sustainable 

medicinal use of the trees. For more information or to get 

involved, contact Michelle Hofmeyr, manager of Skukuza 

Indigenous Nursery, at Michele.Hofmeyer@sanparks.org.

Riverine rabbit

It’s estimated that less than 250 mature individuals are left 

in the wild today, which is why the riverine rabbit (Bunolagus 

monticularis) is listed as critically endangered. Endemic to 

the semi-arid Central and Upper Karoo of South Africa (Nama 

and Succulent Karoo), the rabbit occupies a very restricted 

and specialised niche within this region. Unfortunately, its 

required habitat is of economic importance to landowners 

in terms of cultivation and small-stock grazing. According to 

the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums , the species 

functions as a key indicator species for these critical river 

zones. Threats to the species include illegal hunting with dogs 

by farm labour staff and the irresponsible use of leg-hold 

(gin) traps. 

  

EWT’s Riverine Rabbit Programme has developed a conservation 

management plan that identifies seven different conservation 

programmes. For more information, visit the Drylands 

Conservation Programme page.

THE END?


