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From teacher to landowner
to citizen scientist to ... 

Welcome to our first edition of The BDI Bridge!
You may be wondering how I landed up getting
involved in the BDI, and more to the point,
volunteering to be the editor of our quarterly
digital newsletter! In short, it involves
BioBashes (read about these on
http://thebdi.org/), the wonderful conversations
that flow around the braai fire after a day out in
the veld, and the question popped (after a glass
or two of wine) – 
“Sue, would you consider being our editor and
getting this idea off the ground?” 
– asks Les in his usual quiet manner. 
“I would love to; I really need a bit of a
challenge,” I answer.
And a challenge it is, as I am a
biologist/ecologist by training, taught Biology
and Geography for a few years, volunteered in
different capacities in a couple of conservation-
related organisations, but have never served as
an editor! 

WRITTEN BY SUSAN GIE

My husband and I are landowners too – our farm,
which we call a private nature reserve, is located
outside Montagu in the Western Cape, South
Africa. The region is semi-arid, but contains the
most incredible plant diversity, surprising bird
diversity, amazing insect diversity, and rather a lot
of secretive mammals. Thanks to a few BioBashes
held on the farm, I have learnt that we also have a
wonderful variety of Lepidopterans and a few
interesting scorpions, in addition to the reptile
species which we already knew. Using all these
data collected by citizen scientists and curated in
the Virtual Museums (http://vmus.adu.org.za/), the
plan is to apply for our land to be part of a
stewardship programme; in other words, to
officially recognise most our farm with a form of
protected area status. This is what we would like
to leave as our small contribution to conserving a
teeny part of South Africa’s biodiversity.
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These human connections are incredibly valuable to
us as custodians of the land, as we can now share
ideas and information on how to conserve and work
with biodiversity, not against it.

Fellow landowners and community members, we
would love to include your contributions to mapping
some of Africa’s incredible biodiversity, ultimately
aiding the conservation of species and habitats.
Every photo or Atlas card submitted adds another
piece to the map – all these data are then available
to scientists for answering important questions such
as “to what extent is x Pycnonotus Bulbul species
expanding its range, and why?” The eyes of
landowners and communities are the first to notice
changes, and we need your voices in the
conversation. 

We hope you enjoy this newsletter; if you have any
questions, would like to host a BioBash, help collect
data, or submit an article for our next newsletter,
don’t be shy! 

Please email us at bdi.bridge@thebdi.org

I have been contributing to the Virtual Museums
since 2009 – my focus was mostly MammalMap,
and now I have contributed photos to nearly all of
the VMs. My current favourite is BirdPix, since I
have become more and more amazed by the bird
diversity (particularly on our farm) as well as the
seasonality of species – an eternal classroom!
Being able to contribute my few pictures of critters
to the Virtual Museums gives me great pleasure for
a variety of reasons: adding another piece of datum
to the growing map for that particular species;
rising to the challenge of identifying the species;
finding out more about the animal itself; and for me
as a landowner, having access to distribution maps
and species lists through the Virtual Museums
which ultimately help us in developing management
plans for our little piece of the Karoo. 

A wonderful and initially unexpected bonus of
connecting with the BDI is meeting, both physically
and virtually, so many fellow citizen scientists, and
having opportunities to share experiences and
learn from one another. As a landowner, especially
through co-hosting two BioBashes on our farm, I
have met our close and further-away neighbours,
all of whom have been kind enough to allow us to
walk around their land and do some BioMapping.

Observing dragonflies roosting in a
tree, Ouberg PNR BioBash, Feb
2021. The happy BioMappers here
are (L tot R), Heleen Louw, Sue Gie,
Karis Daniel, Sharon Stanton &
Ryan Tippett. Photo credit Felicity
Ellmore.
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Les Underhill chatting to a farmer
who kindly allowed us to BioMap on
his property—
a wonderful way to meet one’s
neighbours! We got some great
records for BirdPix thanks to this
visit.

mailto:bdi.bridge@thebdi.org


A Royal Visitor to the
Western Cape

We live on a fruit farm between Worcester and
Villiersdorp in the Western Cape. On Thursday
morning 21 January 2021, as I was closing my
windows for the hot day ahead, I spotted an
unusual flash of blue in one of the trees outside my
room. I immediately identified it as a kingfisher and
quickly assumed Brown-hooded, as they are native
to the area. Nevertheless, I ran for my camera, as
we are always quite excited to spot a bird we have
not seen in a while. I snapped a picture and
grabbed my bird guide to confirm – and it became
clear that this was not a Brown-hooded, but indeed
a Woodland Kingfisher! 
My husband Gielie and I excitedly notified Trevor
Hardaker, the curator of the Southern African Rare
Bird News Report, and within that same afternoon,
we were visited by about 10 birders. Although the
kingfisher remained in that same tree the entire
day, it was soon spooked by all the visitors, and
made the twitchers sweat a bit to find it afterwards. 

WRITTEN BY PHILNA DE VILLIERS
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Trevor asked us if we were OK to open our garden
to twitchers of this “Western Cape mega,” and we
happily agreed. The next morning at 6:30 a.m.,
visitors started to arrive, and we had birders in our
garden for most days over the following couple of
weeks, though the first Saturday of its presence
was the busiest. Although the bird is not a rarity for
southern Africa and most of the visitors had seen it
before, many of them wanted to tick it off as part of
their BirdLasser Cape Town 150K or Overberg
150K Challenge for 2021
(https://www.birdlasser.com/). These challenges
aim at ticking the most possible birds within a
150km radius around either Cape Town or Cape
Agulhas, respectively. 
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 ... the first being an old record from the
Garden Route. What makes this even more
significant is that this specific bird lacked the
black wedge behind its eye, making it the race
senegalensis, which is native much further
north in Africa and is even more out of range
than the race cyanoleuca we normally find in
southern Africa.
The bird remained in our garden for 20 days,
and it truly was a highlight of our year so far.
We enjoyed meeting and chatting to the
birders, who were all friendly and respectful of
our home. Some brought gifts, others shared
tips and photos, but what stood out was the
tangible passion for birds and nature in
general. Gielie and I, amateur birders
ourselves, enjoyed finding out what other birds
of interest visitors saw, so that we could bird
our garden with fresh eyes. We were kicked
into a new gear for birding, and we never
cease to scan the vicinity with a hopeful eye –
just in case. 

""This is only the second
record of the Woodland
Kingfisher in the Western
Cape,..." 

CURATED IN THE BIRDPIX
VIRTUAL MUSEUM
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WRITTEN BY ABUBAKAR
S. RINGIM AND SAMUEL T.
IVANDE

THE ROLE OF LOCAL COMMUNITIES IN THE BIRD
ATLAS PROJECT: LESSONS FROM THE NIGERIAN BIRD

ATLAS PROJECT
 

Nigeria is reputed to be the most populated
country in Africa, and indeed the most
populous black nation in the world. With a land
area of c. 923,768 sq. km, Nigeria also has a
considerable diversity of ecosystems and rich
biodiversity. So far, the number of bird species
recorded in Nigeria is over 900. However,
Nigeria’s large and growing population
continues to put pressure on its biodiversity,
impacting its distribution and natural history.
The Nigerian Bird Atlas Project (NiBAP)
https://www.nibap.ng/ was launched in
November 2015 and seeks to map the
abundance and distribution of birds in the
country. This is clearly not a task for just a few,
and so NiBAP was designed from the onset as
a citizen science project. As part of this
project, citizen scientists are being recruited to
travel the nooks and crannies of the country to
record and map the distribution of birds. 
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Photo above: Abubakar S. Ringim (2nd
Left) and other citizen scientists (Doofan
Nelly – 2nd Right) with local guides
(standing on both ends) during the Arewa
Atlas Team expedition in Taraba state,
2019.

During these trips, citizen scientists also get to
interact with local communities, learning from
their rich indigenous knowledge while also
taking opportunities to increase awareness of
biodiversity challenges among these key
stakeholders. A popular example of such
interactions in Northern Nigeria concerns the
Abdim’s stork Ciconia abdimii. Local
communities in Northern Nigeria monitor the
seasonal movement of this species, and are
using its arrival in Northern Nigeria to mark the
start of the rainy season. Consequently, local
farmers in these areas tend to plan farming
activities based on the stork’s movements, and
this age-long interaction has come to
symbolize the beneficial interconnection that
exists between man, biodiversity, and the
environment, underscoring the very important
role of citizens and local communities in
improving our understanding of the natural
history of birds and biodiversity. 

https://www.nibap.ng/
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Fostering
collaboration...

Since its launch at the end of 2015, the NiBAP
has continued to create a platform that links
scientists, biodiversity managers, institutions,
and local communities. Through the project,
local communities are becoming more aware of
the challenges facing declining bird
populations, while scientists are learning from
the indigenous knowledge of these
communities. During an atlas expedition
facilitated by NiBAP to Yobe State in North-
East Nigeria, the village head asked; “Where
have our birds gone?” Of course, we took the
opportunity to emphasize that the bird atlas
project will help to answer his question, but his
question has been echoed across many other
communities we continue to visit as part of the
bird atlas project. Generally, local communities
are very welcoming, cooperative, and keen to
learn about our activities during the NiBAP
expeditions. In many areas, it is common for
the communities to point citizen scientists
towards local hotspots for birds, such as
wetlands. In certain cases, they have also
helped to provide shelter for citizen scientists
during these atlas expeditions and during
unfavorable atlas conditions like in the rainy
season (see photo above). 

Abubakar S. Ringim (Left) and
another citizen scientist (Habib
Ramzy) in a mud tent sheltered by the
locals during rain during the Arewa
Atlas Team expedition in Bauchi state,
2018

As citizen scientists under the NiBAP, we have
enjoyed great hospitality from many
communities during atlas expeditions.
Countless times, tired and famished citizen
scientists have been treated to refreshments,
with locals generously providing us with water,
groundnut, fish, millet,   and milk gruel (locally
known as fura da nono). Our conversations
with community members often reflect their
keen interest to know and learn about the
NiBAP and its objectives. In one outing around
Dutse-Azare in Northern Nigeria, we met a
man who was similarly captivated by the
NiBAP. His questions were just like those of
the village head in Yobe State: “Why are birds
declining?” He narrated how as a child, he
used to see many bird species around the
village, but was sad but also curious to
understand why there were fewer bird species
in his village. We took the opportunity to
discuss the general issues surrounding the
impact of anthropogenic activities such as
hunting, trapping, poisoning, global climate
change (which the locals refer locally to as
dumamar yanayi), and other environmental
challenges. 

We have had numerous interesting encounters
during our atlas expeditions, but nothing beats
a visit where we also learn about obvious
cultural links between birds and people. One
outstanding example was when we visited
Taraba State in North-East Nigeria in 2019. 
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While atlassing, we ended up in a community
called “Mai Bultu,” and were fascinated to learn
that this name refers to the Abyssinian Ground
Hornbill. Intrigued and curious to know the
reason why the village was named after such a
magnificent bird, locals informed us that
historically, the village was a hotspot for this
hornbill, even though it has since disappeared.
In the same village, just a few hundred meters
further, we came to a mountain (photograph
below). The community members informed us
of some “bush people” who live on top of the
mountain and only have minimal contact with
“civilization”. They reportedly still use leaves to
cover their bodies and do not use any
currency, instead employing a barter-trading
system. We were told that they only began
descending from the mountain within the last
10 years or so.

The NiBAP has come a long way since its
launch in 2015, but its accomplishments are
only possible because of the invaluable
contribution of its citizen scientists. They are
traversing the length and breadth of the
country to map bird distributions, with the help
of the village heads and chiefs of local
communities who have been very welcoming
and cooperative. Village Chiefs have also been
instrumental in providing guidance and security
information to citizen scientists, especially in
volatile areas, to ensure that atlassers remain
safe. In several instances, they have assigned
local guides to citizen scientists (see photo on
first page), advising us on safe areas to atlas
and dangerous areas to avoid. Obviously,
there are challenges, but the local
communities have been immensely helpful,
contributing in no small way to the success of
the NiBAP. Together, we continue to increase
opportunities for beneficial interactions
between citizen scientists, biodiversity
managers, and the local people, consequently
leading to a paradigm shift in bird conservation
in Nigeria.

Mai Bultu Mountain, Taraba
State, Nigeria
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One of A.S. Ringim's records curated in the
BirdPix Virtual Museum, this one of the
Abyssinian Ground Hornbill



"Karis, you have to come outside!” 
The loud knock on my door and urgent tone jolt
me from my writing and steaming cup of coffee. 

 “Hurry!”

What on earth could this be about? 
I wonder; bewildered, excited, I grab my
tekkies, a raincoat (it has already started to
rain), and, after a moment’s hesitation, my
camera—just in case. 

The stories which begin in this way are endless.
It is one of the greatest privileges of fascination
with the natural world, that there is always
opportunity to be amazed. And amazed I am—
by scorpions, by succulents, by parasitic flies
and paradisal flycatchers. Funnily enough, even
though it Is a deeply personal experience, this
amazement doesn’t like to stand alone: it is
dangerously contagious! 

WRITTEN BY KARIS DANIEL
I think the story above describes a situation
familiar for many of you. 
I was staying with friends in KwaZulu-Natal, all
of whom were by then used to me spending
free time exploring with my camera,
photographing anything and everything that
presented itself to my viewfinder. On this
particularly grey Midlands day, a massive
African Harrier Hawk visited the garden, and
was circling low to the ground near the house.
We must have made an amusing picture—four
grown adults, running in the rain from the front
of the house to the back, then to the front
again—one holding a camera wrapped in a
raincoat! We did manage to find the Harrier-
Hawk, snap a photo for BirdPix, and celebrate.
The visitor became a subject of conversation
during the day: 

“Did you see that bird today? It’s called an
African Harrier-Hawk.” 
“It was huge!”
 “I’ve never seen one in the garden before!”
“I think Karis got a photo!”

Though not necessarily an uncommon species,
the harrier-hawk, like countless insects,
arachnids, orchids, and more, brought an
uncommon excitement. And that is just one of
the many gifts the natural world has to offer—
endless, ever-changing surprise. 

MAKING MAPS & BUILDING BRIDGES
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P H O T O :  S U S A N  G I E

Photo: Susan Gie 

Photo: Karis Daniel 
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The more grid cells we cover in-depth, the more
information we have regarding which species are
present, and which species are likely not present,
based on the number of records for the grid cell.
For instance, if a grid cell has 3,000 photos of a
fairly consistent list of 125 species, and Cape
Crow does not feature on the list, that species is
likely not present or common in the grid cell.
However, if the same grid cell has only 50
records for 20 species, we cannot speak with the
same confidence; the number of “background
samples,” i.e. records of other species, is too
small. 

Our second goal goes hand-in-hand with the
first: an accurate representation of species
distributions requires a current knowledge of
where the birds are. Bird distributions are
dynamic in response to habitat loss and change,
climate change, and human disturbance, and can
shift even within the course of a few years.
BirdPix contains many records from 5-10 years
ago which are valuable in analyses of historical
distribution, but can no longer be considered
reliable predictors of species presence. In short,
we need lots of records, in lots of grid cells, for
as many species as possible. I am confident that
team Virtual Museum is up to the task! 

Amazement, surprise, excitement—more than
background or vocation, these are the shared
experiences which connect us as citizen scientists.
We share an intense curiosity for the natural world,
and that curiosity brings the most unlikely of
people together. 

As many of you may know, I have been heavily
involved with the BirdPix section of the Virtual
Museum for the past two years. When Sue asked if
I would contribute a newsletter article for BirdPix,
my first thought was to simply present the current
objectives for the dataset (which I will do!), but as I
have reflected on how we achieve those
objectives, it’s become increasingly clear that our
“contagion” will be a vital component of our
ultimate success. 

For BirdPix, are working towards two primary
goals: improving coverage, and maintaining up-to-
date-ness. I would like to add a third goal to these:
to infect people with a good virus—the biodiversity
virus. 

The first goal is relatively straightforward. In order
to have an accurate knowledge of where species
are present, we need as many records from as
many quarter degree grid cells as possible. 

Map generated in BirdPix to show the
distribution of African Harrier-hawk in
Africa. Each dot is a data point - every
record contributes towards
understanding the distribution of a
species.
http://vmus.adu.org.za/vm_map_afr.php?
spp=171&binome=0&single_symbol=0&database=
birdpix&grid=2&year1=&year2=&symbol0=0&sy
mbol1=0&symbol2=0&symbol3=0&logos=0&date
_condition=&key=1&map=0
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As for our third goal, it is unique in that it often
happens outside of the field. Rather, it takes
place around the supper table, over lunch in
the workplace, or in a phone call with a friend.
For many of us, I think this is already a reality;
enthusiasm has a tendency to spill out,
sometimes when we don’t intend it to! 

This is our greatest strength, and the greatest
gift we can offer to the work of conservation. In
an ecosystem now largely driven by human
activity, our interactions with people are every
bit as important to biodiversity as our
interactions with the rest of the natural world.
Let people see your excitement, bring them
into the curiosity, and watch the amazement
unfold. This is the reason for the title of this
newsletter, the BDI Bridge. The crucial bridge
between conservation and society is YOU! It’s
me with a camera, chasing a Harrier-Hawk in
the garden; it’s the stories you share with your
neighbours, the photos you share with your
family, and the excitement you carry through
life. 

Increase VM coverage;
Keep records up-to-date;
Get out there and build
bridges!

If you like, take these as
your three VM missions for
the year: 

1.
2.
3.

Thanks team VM; I wish you every excitement
in your BioMapping adventures.
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