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BIRD DISTRIZRUTION OM WHIST/CENTRAL AFRICAN GREAT RIVESS AT HIGH WATIR

C.H,Fry

H -

' This article records counts pade in Noﬁéﬁber and Déééﬁbef
1989 of ripariszn birds on the lower Wiger and Benue rivéré‘inf-
Nigeria, the Logone and lower Chari rivers in Cameroun and |
Tchad, and part of the Oubangoui river in Central African
Republic, | -

of making a linear transect of nnozly a thousznd miles of
waterway in such a few d&ys’ traﬁellimg has never previously
existed, and the unconvontional means of ﬁranSpor%ation which
provided the oprorxtunity was a Hovercraft., In 1963 an 8R.N 6
Hovercraft was vsed by a hritish ewnedition as a means of
penetrating the Amazon and Orinoco rivers, for geogrephical
exploration and sclentific rescarches, 3o well did the vehicle
perform and so successful was the expedition, that further.
trials were planned for trouicsl Africa, and the result was
the launching of the Trans-African Hovorecraft Expedition at
S5 Loudls in Senegal on 13 October 1969, Conceived &nd led by
Mr. ‘Tavid Smithers, it corprised 26 participantsji¥egretenting
' the Internatichal Publishing Corporation, the British. Hovatcraft
‘Coxporation, C.TV, the Ministry of Technology; the United
Mationg, and a number of academic institutes. I Was:' appointed
;ﬁéintly by the International Union for the Conservation of
‘TMature and Matuvsal Resorrces and the British National Appeal
‘ of the World Wildlife Fund. '

The Hovercraft used was a Winchestér Class &N 6;-aﬁd a
brief specification might not be out of pléce. ‘The craft is
14.7 metres long, 7 m in'beam} and in motioh it does not draw
any draught since it is supported fradtibnally above the (watex)
surface by a downdraught of air, It waighs 7 tons unloacdied
and will carry a 5 ton passenger and freight load, The eéngine
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develops 900 s,h,p.. at cruising speed of 40 knots, and 1,050
s.h.p. at full speed of 55 xnots, The aft-nounted Roll ~Royce
Gnome gas-turbine engine with 2.7 m (¢ £t.) diameter variablew
- pitch props, provides thrast as well 'as 1ift, and the Hovexcraft

Ls of course. extremely noLsy.

However, "the sound is dilrectional, and under normal operating
conditions volume is greatly diminished at any angle excapt
immediately aft of the vehicle. It had Deen anticipated.thmt
" birds would be scared away by the onceming Adovercraft, but this
proved not to be the case, and the greaat majority of watenfowl
perrmitted a sufficiently close approach for identification to be
no problem,

Unfbrtunately'I vias ﬁot able to join the expedition during
its first Tfew weeks, and so missed the abundant riverine avifauna
of the Senegal river, the coastal lagoons of Senegal and

‘Mauritania, and the inland delta of the lliger in the region of
Timbuktu in Mali. By the accounts of other membw=rs of the
éxpedition, these were wealthy in xziver bird life, and the
Iexpedltlon noticed in particular an estinated 20,000 pelicans

'.(all photographed were clearly Great White Pelicans. I'elecanus

'“onocrotalus) and several hundred flamingos on lakes neax Richard-

“Toli in Senegal. Discovered on this coast as recently as 1962,

Ithe Lesser Flanihgo Phoenlconalas ninor was found breeding on
Lake des Tumbos in Mauritania in 1965 (Naurois 31965), and this
15 the only colony in Africa north and west of the rift vallew.
neax Lake Victoria, (Greater Flamingos Phoenicopterus ruber

formerly occurrxed on the Cape Varde islands, but doubtfully breed
there now.,) Colour transparencies of the flamingos made by

Mebers of thglexpeditipn do not claaxly identify the species
at'Richardurpll, but the density of pink in a distant flock
indicates P, minox. 1;700 biids were counted in an enlarded
print.. ) o

‘Numbers of wildfowl seen in the 1nland delta pr the Niger
south-west of Timbuktu and between Pourem and Niamey were
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apparently not noteworthy,. although in February 1969 Roux (1970)

recor ded 200,000 Garganey Anas qperquedula on the laiLer stretch.

J01n1ng at the Kainji Dam Site ‘in wentern ngerla, I
accompanled the- expe'ltlon to the. follow1ng scheéule

' Ka1n31 (ngerla)

‘Niger 10 Novenber

h 14 November | LOROJa ;.

Benue 16 Névember” - Yola :
17. November | Garoua (Cameroun)
19~24 Novzmbex By road to Waza

‘ National Park and
bort—Lamy (Tchad)

&ggpne‘ 29 November Yagaua to Fort-Lamy

Chaxi/l.ake Chad 30 November - 3 Fort-Lamy~Djimtila~

' Decenber, 11-16 Hadjer el Hamis~Baga
December Kawa=Bol~-Maao. -
Oubaquui 411 December Bangui to 60 km
downstream
(Central African
Republic)

These waterways (except the Oubangoui) are shown in Flg. 1.
The llvers varied greatly in nhyalcal details at this time of

year, and there f0110w brief chara mrlsatlons.

Niger.. The 1?vel was sL111 80 hlgh that very few aand-'
bars Néré‘expoued Fox nearly all of its 1enqth from Kainji o
to Loko:a, vegetat:on ovmrhung the banks and den ely occupied
the shallows -so that exposed ground Was rare., There was no:
substrate fox wac1ng birds, which were scarce as a result.
Larger species of herons Were COMON ; storks, 1blses and shags . °

were scarce, and pelicans and cranes absent, This is 1n marked
contras t with the smtuatxon near the beginning of the wet season,
when numerous sand-~bars afford resting and feading staﬁlons for

all of the abovc birds and many others besi deq.
In Novenbeﬁ thpre were sand- bars at the outfall of the

Kacuna rlver, and a few between Baro'and Ioton Karifi, but large

water-birds were not necrly as numerous as on the upper Benue.
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Notable features of this stretch of’ the nger at the time were
the concentratlons of scavengors and plscmvores 21t the turbulent
water below the sluices of the Miger Dam (mainly Black Kites
Milvus migrans, herons, egrets and shags'?halacrocorax africanus,
with Caspian Terns Sterna tschegrava and an Osprey Fandion
haliaetus), and the extensive marshes in the vicinity of Bacita
and at the Benue confluence, rich in White~faced Ducks Dendrocygna
'Vlduata and Openblll 8toxks Anastomus lamelligerus,

-y

- Benue. (i) From Lokoja to ncar Ibi (09045' ) the Benuve
was so broad that it was often not nosgible to estiyate Or even

~';see'large bixds on the far bank. As far as Malurdi thoere were

only a few sand-bars, but for much of this stretch there wore
broad marshes by the edges of the river, where White~faced Ducks
and other waterfowl were probably common, Between Makuxrdl and
Ibi sand shelves became morc comion, and bird counts rose
accordingly. Furthermore, the river valley becane deeper and
‘there were fewer waterside marshes, Towards Ibi many large

aquatic birds were cormmon,

(i) and (iii) Upstream from Ibi to Numan, Yola and the
confluence of the Benue and Faro (1205 ' 2), there wexe far more
nurierous exposed sand bars in the river, and pirds were V”Iy
common. On these stretches enmaeration of all individuals seon
of the majority of species became possible, and fewex birds than
prev;ausly'were thought to have been overlooked in riverside
marshes. Because of the high and fairly accurste figures involved,
counts in the accompanying Table I are given separately for (ii)
Ibi/Munan and {(iii) Nunan/Faro.

"{iv) Between the confluence with the tributary Faro (which
actually discharges more woter than the Benue it joins) and Garoua,
the nature of the river was cuite different; it was narrow, the

steep banks cov:ured with shrubs and trees, hut a lot ¢f mud and
sand was exposed by a two-metre fall in level from the wel-scason
maximum. An accurate census of all species was made,
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Logone;. (1) For. 52 km downstream from Yagoua (10°20! N)
the Logonez was famrly bxoad at this season, with much exposed
sand, like sedti:ns (i) and (111) of the Benue,

(11) By a sudden transition at the village of ..
Gamsay the river became narrow, rather meandexing, and bounded
by a marsh of wild rice and sedgés as far as the eye could see,
with a few hamlets and some wheat cultivation on islands of
drier ground. The avifauna changed abruptly, Sguacco Herons
Ardecola ralldides and shags being abundant, and Black Herons
Bgretta ardesiaca and Glossy Ibis Plegadis fa1c1nellus ‘making

an appearance.

(iii) The lower reaches of the Logone;nﬁéiwéeﬁ
Gana and Fort-Lamy, were similar to {(ii) but far morxe MWdeéd;
especially irmediately by the main stream. Avifaunal QqﬁpositiOn
continued to change. -

Chaxi., Traversed from its ontfall into Lake Chad as far‘
upstream as 25 km above Foxt-Lamy.. axm11ar in phy81cal features'
and avifauna to Benue {(il) and (iii) and Logone 1},

Lake'Chad At this season the open watexs of the lake were
almost devoid of birds., The only sande-bar seen was one which 7
em@rged in the riouth of the Chari - and became daily larger - 1n'*
the third week of Deccmber and jmmediately acted as a focus for'“
Whltc—W1nged Rlack. Terns Sterna 1eucoptera and Grey~headed BEE
Gulls Larus cixxhocephalus. These were the only two sPecles seen
on open water out of sight of the borders of the lake or. ats“”f

i.slands,

In the south-east, the border near the inselberg called
HadjerueiFHamis was not unlike the well-defined but atypical
lakeshore at Malamfatori,'dn the Nigerian shore near the qggfall
of the Yobe (described by Ash et al,.1968, and in greater detail
by Fry et al., 1970), Blsewhere on the eastern side the character
is quite diffexont, with o1t3y1ng floating papyrus 1slands |
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(espeC1a11y in the central "Grand Barrm%re" reglon), -and inlying
nflots bancst - 1ong ‘sandy 1¢lands rlslng to 10 or 15 metres
and fringed with & narrow zone of green vegetation, orlented
NW and 8E like sand ripples left on the beach 'by an ebbing
tide. .At-3013(139ﬂ27' M, 140142' E) and elsewhere, barrages
have ‘been built over suitable inlets, which have been drained
and'theyrésulting Dutch-type poldexs farwmed., The comploex of
adjacent. sandy Acacia -savanna, rich market garden farmland,

residual marshes, ewposec mud, and stands of papyrus Cyperus

‘papyrus, Phrggpltos, Vosagia ete, is extrenely. attr\ctive to a

wide variety of birxds, which were far more abundant than on the
western shore (note, however, that Malanfatoxri still remains

the ideal’ locale for mlgratxon studies, because the narcow
shorellne and Salvadora zones concentrate mlgrants, facllitating

netting; in the Tlots bancs birds were more diffusely distributed

and in any case a dearth of Salvadora means that many Palaeaxctic

'passerines, lwke @2}v1a wkrblers, are scaxce),

Oubangoul. For the nost nari broader than the lower Benue,
the banks' heava1y forested to the water's edge, the great

- ODubangoui ha¢ no sand or mud bars in December and was not

attractive to water  hirds other than king-fishers and a few
waders, 56 km wire traversed downstream fromn Bangul to the “
mouth of the Léssé, a narrow stream almost enclosed by for st,
with the"canopy sometises meeting overhead. 10 ln of the L&ssé
'were penetrated by native canoe. | R

Trave111ng at a mean of 35~40 knots, fox much of the tiue
not in the cabin of the Hovercrast but riding outboard to
afford unrastricted views, it proved not dmfficult to 1dont1fy
aquat1C‘b1rcs (except small waders), but estimating théix numbers

' was often much less @asy. Part:culally after a long rocach of

river frde from qandubars, a solitary bar encounterad was liable
- to have saveral hundred wmldfowl Immbns” 8torks arid so on raes iting

on 1t, and as sessing theix numbers as they all took Flight
simultaneously was difficult, Frequent stops were nade, enabling
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‘p051t1ve 1dent1f1cat10n of rarltles llke Black Storks Ciconia

'nlgra ox. Egyptlan Vultu:es Neophron percnopterus, and confirming
1dent1tles of waders" and passerines, o

Tablel shows numbcrs of most of the SpeC1eS
encountered on these waterways., A few birds (herons, egrets,
~etc.) were not counted and their status is represented by
¢ [common), v.c., (very common), a {abundant, and oce. LOCCaéionaly.

Other widespredd dpecles are britfly discussed below.

Notes on Table I

Great White Pelican Pelecanus opogrotalus, The most westerl;
wag at009 071 B and the great wmajority was between 10
and 117 E,

Grey Pelican P, rufescensg,. The most westerly was at 08° 20t E,

Crowned Crane Balearica pavonlna. On the Benue from 11° 25' E
upstream, | '

Spur-W1nged Plover Vanellus spinosus. In addition, a flock of
: 65 was seen in Aalshland‘ﬁo km north of Waza National Paxk,

Casplan Texn Sterna tachograva. Thg Nigexy birds were at Kainji

" Othex Sﬁecies

i
*

Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus. 1, mouth of Chari,

Cattle Egret Ardeola ibis, Associated not so much with rlvors”
themselves, as with human habitation and herds of cattle
along their. banks. .Both . this species and A, ralloides:-
were praesent 1n thousznds on the seasonally inundated
marshland (”ya@réé") north of Waza National Park,

Yellow-bllled Egret ngett 1ntelmed1a;1‘Doubtiéés'W1dely
- overlooked. Identified at LOKOja (1), Yola (3) and neax
Waza N,P. (1).

Black Stork Ciconia nigra. An immature bird 1n the congany of
10 Ibis ibis was seen on the Benue at 11° O0'E, 09~ 10t N,
near Laus A full description was taken during two close -
approaches by the Hovexcraft,

Abdimt's Stork C. abdimii, Being so late in the year, only odd
late emigrants wore encountered : 1 at Ibi, and 4 50 knm
north of Waza National Park on 24 Novoember,
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Woolly-necked Stork ¢, episcopus. A flock of 30 on’ flooded 13nd
70 km north of Waza, with, two. Whlte Storks C,: ciconia, ‘
African Spoonb111 Platalea alba. 1 at Bol, Lake Chad.

Pigny Goose Nettapus auritus. Mot a bird of open WQCPrs, and
the only ones recorded were occasional pairs in small ponds
away flom the rivers.

White~eyed POChald Aythya nvroca, 1, central stretch of Logone.

Purple Gallinule Porphyr:o_porpbyrlo. Common in.an extensive
wet marsh at Bol, 6 or 8 appezring from the reeds at the
edges of an open pool at a time, but voices sugrezting
hundreds in the area. )

Finfoot Podica scnegalensis, Slngle birds on three occasions - .
on the Léssg tributary of the Oubangoui.

L11y-trotter.Actqphllornla africana., A few on the lower Nigex
“‘and around Lake - Chad,.but none other than.these xecorded
K ‘on ahy of the rivers., ' -

Lesser Lily~trotter Microparia capensis. 1 on water-lily beds,
SOuth cacst corner of Lake Chad.: Ca e ' '

. Waders., It was-¢m. ossible to be certain of the specmfic 1dent1fy
of most waders seen when the Hovercraft was travelling at '
.speed. CLharadrius SpR. Wexe quits comion, and Ch. hlatacula,

~dubius, pecuarlus and marginatus wexe 1dent1fled 1n01denta13y.

~ Bxcept for T. hypoleuccs and nebularia, Tringas were rare,..
' but T. ochropus, glareola, 'stagnatilis and erythropus. were
noted definitely. Calidris spo, were not usually identifiéd,

Black-headed Plover Vanellus tectus. Recorded only from.Waza N.P.

Senegal Wattled pPloxer V. seneggllus; Ten in Waza Nabaanal Park.
The only xiver records were 2 and 3 on the Eenue between
Yola and the Faro conf1uence.

Curlew Numenius arquata, 1, upﬁer ;each of the Logone, 29
Novenber. ’ e e T

Turnstone.ﬁrenaxia intcrpres. 1, FortuLamy,;QT.NOVmeerg a
SUrprising occurronce., L £

L .

Sanderling Ca_“drls alba, 1 on a sand-bar at the confluence of
the Kaduna and liger IlVCIS on 14 Noveaber. Identification
‘was made only because’ the Hovercrafi had stopped,’ of course,
and a full description was taken. It was with three Dunlin
. Calidris alpina, Crocodlle -Plovers Pluvianus aegyptius. and
lGray Pratincoles Glareola cinerea, foanderllnq¢ have. only
rarely been Aound 1nland in ngerla and west: Africa.

o
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AvocetRecurvirostra avosetta. 2, .Bol, Lake Chad, 15 Degember.

., On that date also™an ornlthologlst 'with O, R.G.T. O.M, in
Fort~Lamy, M. Jacques Vieilliard, found 800 Avocegs at Baga
~-Bola at the eastern end of the Grand Barriere, 14~ 19' B,

137 32' N. (It addition, M. Vieilliard made the f0110w1ng

M mostiihtevesting finds : 1 Pochard Aytgya ferinaj; 200 C

Shovelex Anas clypeata'-a few Cape Teal Anas capen51s' many
Hottentot Teal A, hotientota (one with an ovarian egg),

' 200 Skimmers Rhypchoos flavirgstris; Marsh Sandpipers
ITringa stagnatilis equally as abundant as Greenshank
L. pebularia; a fow Curlew-Sandpipers Calidxris testacea;

“White-fooed Lapwvnga Vanellus crassirostris; about 20

- Caspian Terns $Sterna tachegrava~ Three~banded Plovers
‘Charadrius tricollaris; Kittlitz' Plovers Ch. pecuarius;

©and the warblers Acrocephalu¢ rufescens, A, gra01llrostr15
dnd Bradypterus sp. probably baboecala. -

' N

CxocodlleuPlovor Pluvianus aegyptius. ot counted Common in
cnes and twos or small parties wherever thero vias a firm
substrate, along all the rivers, -

- Pied Kingfisher Ceryle rudis, Common throughout. . Not, counted,
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Discussion

"

Assumlng MOXe~or - less constant v1g11ance by the observer
tﬂroughout the Journey, ‘and that the pressnca of at least the
1arger and more consplcuoua water birds was not overlooked on
very broad reaches of the.rivzsrs and in places where there were
"~ extensive peripheral iarshas = assumptions which I believe to

be Justlfled ~ it is ap-arent from Tabto I that the distribution
‘of most species was far. from unlform. Indeed, about the only
.blrd. which were found along all the rivers in any constancy
ﬂ"were Egretta alba and B, darzetta, Ardeola itis, Ibis inis,
”luv1anus aegyptius, Ce;yle ridis, and verhaps Ardea cinerea,

AL . SN S o btk

;" e 'rJThor 10011.gcm occurrence of a fow bilrds, euch as
"Pe%gpanus onocrotalus, was determined by the vicinity of
suitable breeding sites, in this insts nce the wol“wknown Wase
Rock at the south-ecst edge of +he Jos Plateau (Junqer 1965),
Other birds, like Bgretta axdoslaCd, and the lapwings VanelTus
sglnouus and V. albiceps. (Fig, 1) had ranges more 01rcumscribed
than the prcv%lence of their ap-arently rraferred habitat might
lead one to suprose. RBut in the majority of cares, the presence

ox absence of exposad sand and mid on a stretch of river was
clearly an over-riding factor de etermining the distribution of
wading birds over hundrads of miles of rivars, Observations
at other seasons of the year tand to substantiate this. Down-~
stream from the Xaduna conflience, the Niger hac very few
exposed sand-~hars in Novemvzxr, and there were ardly any wading |
birds there besices herons. I have been along the same stretch |
of river in May, however,‘when the water is low and there are :
extensive sand anks and bars in the river and at that tine !
of year tlhare wore nuirerous storks, lblueo, craneg, thick-knees, ;
etc., uesing the exposed ground for resting as well ags Teeding l
at its edges, (Fry 1967)., 1In addition, suveral other hirds ;
utilised the sand “ers for nesting, lile Skimmers Rhynchops 7
|
I
!
|
l

flavirost;is, and varions lapwings and vea~ecaters,
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After thd end of the rains the level of the rivers fall
rapidly, so that the amount of exposed smnd-bars and the area
and location of. ‘shallows suhiao“u for feeding change quickly,l
In December this change was guite aprarent from one day tortﬁé
next at Fort-Lamy whaxe the immediéte 'colonisation' of newly-
exposad surfaces in the Csarl by a variety of birds for réstiﬁg
and feceding vas obvious. | |

The intorect of irdse ohs: :rvations is that it is fashionable
to con sider that the distribution of blrds within their normal
ranges partlcw*a :ly outside the br -2ding season, is generally
determmned by the distribution of available food resources,
Although the ohservatiom is spreulative in 2o far as it has not
beoen catwddfiCﬁlly denonstrated that thare are no changes in |

digtribution or aveilability to bix s of the plankters and other
aquatlc orqnnlvmg on which they. feed, it scems highiylprobable
that there 19 no apwraciable shift in the biomags or availability
of water-borne foods in the ima:diate vicinity Just aftex the
emergence qf a sand-bar, and if so, the altzration of distribution
of Many'bird species is a rasponse not to changes in their food
sﬁﬁrLLLL,Ibut tp'changes in the nature of the substrate. TIt-.is.
truc of conrse that for several of the birds réferred'tO{in this
article food resounrces can only be exploited in wet sand and mud
or in shillows at the very edge of the water. ‘This is the case
with mos 3t charedriid and scolopacid waders,'which'wouTﬂwbevquite
unablg to feed in wator deeper than a few mm, howeverx rich: in.
plankton. Herons, too, are not adapted for feeding in deep
water, although there are usuall Y suitable shallows at the

édges of rivers even in full spate., In this connection it should
ﬁe notea'that herons and egrets are less affected than some other
species by fluctuations in water lavels and the local appeatance
or disappcarance of firm substrate; most species were.distxipgted
.on the rivers travelled more'eyenly'than'any other large.aQQatic
hirds, Some piscivorouvs species also, such as Phalacrocorax
africanus, appcer not to be affectzd by the distribution of
exposed sand, probably becsuse they rest on trees more readily(?)

than on sand,
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Intziest turns on those species whose feading success is.
not much affected by the rise and fall of wai.r lavels, but
whose movnments - Over distances of tens or a2ven hundreds of
mrles - are @Vldeﬁtly.detﬁrmined.to a great extant by the
. provision of‘réstingfniaces. Skdmmars, terns, gullsy pelicans,
cranes, lMarabous Leptoptilos crumeniferus and Openbill Storks
are anongst the birxds whos¢ local movinents on the rivers appearx
to he deterained by Lh@ suitability of resting stations ratherx
than imnediate changes in the quaniity oxr quality of Foad
resovrees, This would sczem to dmply thot for thosae birds at

abundant ovor

|9

the non-breeding sSeasons in guestion, Ffood dis
grzat aveas, and other factows, like the urotoction Lrom
predetors afforded by flat sand islands whare available, become
operative in inducing laxge scale and ofton long-distance
migrations. Larger and more comprehensive patterns of migration
may be imposed on top of thaese local movenants, like the journeys
of - sone of the species of terns beitwesn trowical Africa and the
Palsearctic, or the trans-egquatorial migration of the Openbill
Stoxk, but, it is pértinenﬁ to draw att:ntisn to the secasonal

and spatial abundance of fo:d for many birds inferr.d from these
obsérvations (an abundance which could bhe investigated and
quantified without d*fficuity ln the field), and their relevance -
to the status, quieruCLon and migrations of woior birds in the
tropics. | B

At a local level, the distribution of all animals is
Hdeterm:ncd as nuch by the prcvision of shelter and prote ection -
"a plac in which to live" - as by food, and it is wherco fecdlnq
and‘reSting stations are some dmstance apaxrt it dailly roosting
ana feguan flights of birxds are ohaocteristic. On the great
rivers of tropicel Africa, howevar, we havz a cace whers %hé‘
occurrﬂﬁbe'of suiteble substrate, rather than oif food, B
det=imines bird distribution over hundreds of miles. and, brmngs
about seasonzl movinents of populations (migration) x ethex than
'daily ones,
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TABLE T,

Bird cownts and estimates on the great rivers, MOawmﬁdeuumomﬁ.umH 1969

“ NIgER. - EENURE LOCQHE Lower
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