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To my parents 

"Anyone seeing a Black Oystercatcher for the first time might be inclined to laugh at its 

grotesque and rather comic appearance. Its outsize red bill is impossibly bright, the eyes 

are red-ringed, and the pallidjleshy feet bring to mind a seaside bather who has taken off his 

shoes and socks. When the bird nods and utters a piercingly loud whinny, the observer 

is convinced that it is simple as well as strange looking" 

J. F. Lansdowne, referring to the American Black Oystercatcher in 

Birds of the West Coast, 1976. 
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165 km 
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SOUTH AFRICA 

Oystercatcher Ringing Regions 

D Possession Island 

D West Coast mainland 

D Saldanha Bay islands 
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Figure 1.1. The geographic location and extent of the oystercatcher ringing regions in 

southern Africa. 
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Walvis Bay 

o 

Numbers ringed Numbers re-sighted Numbers resighted 
REGION (1997/98 - 2000/01) (July 1998 -July 2001) 0 1-2 
Yellow 269 58 0 3 - 10 

Orange 160 25 0 11 - 15 

Blue 28 10 0>15 
Figure 1.2. Colour resightings of juvenile African Black Oystercatchers along the southern 

African coastline and at Namibian nurseries between July 1998 and July 2001. Numbers ringed 

and subsequently resighted are shown for birds from the yellow, orange and blue ringing 

regions (Fig. 1.1). 
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Numbers ringed Numbers resighted 
REGION (1997/98 - 2000/01) (July 1998 - July 2001) 

Numbers resighted 
Red 37 10 0 1-2 
Green 100 15 0 3 - 10 

Purple 118 17 

Black 25 5 

Brown 41 5 

Figure 1.3. Colour resightings of juvenile African Black Oystercatchers along the southern 

African Coastline and at Namibian nurseries between July 1998 and July 2001. Numbers ringed 

and subsequently resighted are shown for birds from the red, green, purple, black and brown 

ringing regions (Fig. 1.1). 
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Figure 2.1. The Walvis Bay and Swakopmund oystercatcher roosts and surrounding foraging 

habitats. 
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Figure 2.2. The daily proportions of oystercatchers foraging in different habitats at Walvis Bay 

during a) Aug/Sep and b) NovlDec 1999. 

By NovlDec Dosinia abundance had doubled on the mudflat (Table 2.1), and the proportion of 

juveniles utilising this food source was greater than on the previous visit (Figs. 2.2a, b). By the 

end of November Discinisca had disappeared, and, at the same time, a group of around 30 

oystercatchers was first observed roosting and foraging at Pelican Point. Food resources at 
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Pelican Point are ephemeral, indicating that a series of Semimytilus wash-ups must have 

occurred concurrently with the severely decreased availability of Discinisca on the shore north 

of the pumphouse. 
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Figure 2.3. The proportions of oystercatchers foraging in different habitats at Walvis Bay 

during a) Feb/Mar and b) May/June 2000. 

During FeblMarch, Dosinia abundance was at its highest level, and early February was the only 

time during the study when a greater proportion of oystercatchers foraged on the pumphouse 
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oystercatchers. Very small limpets « 15 mm) were most abundant low on the shore, amongst 

the mussel beds, and were also never seen to be eaten during F AOs. 
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Figure 3.5. Size frequency distributions oflimpets on the shore (red bars) and those eaten 

(FAOs-blue bars) by oystercatchers in a) NovlDec, b) FeblMar and c) May/Jun and 

distributions of sampled Dosinia (red bars), empty Dosinia collected from mudflat 

surface (yellow bars) and Dosinia eaten by oystercatchers (FAOs-blue bars) in 

d) NovlDec and e) FeblMar. 

The effects of intra- and interspecific interactions on oystercatcher foraging behaviour 

Interactions with other shorebird species in which oystercatchers were the aggressors were 

uncommon throughout the study, and were only observed at the pumphouse mudflat and on the 

Discinisca shore. On rare occasions oystercatchers chased Grey Plovers Pluvialis squatarola 

and Common Whimbrels Numenius phaeopus when feeding on Dosinia, although neither of 

these shorebird species consumed Dosinia (pers. obs.). North of the pumphouse, Sanderlings 
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Figure 4.1 The number (black bars) of ringed oystercatchers resighted at the Walvis Bay/ 

Swakopmund nursery between August 1999 and June 2000 in relation to distance from 

ringing region (see Chapter 1, Fig. 1.1 for ringing regions), and the proportion of ringed 

oystercatchers, predicted to have survived to 6 months, resighted at the nursery (grey bars). 

(Numbered boxes indicate the number of oystercatchers ringed in the 1997/98 and 98/99 

seasons and predicted to have survived to 6 months). 

In trying to explain the dichotomous patterns of juvenile dispersal, body condition (used as a 

surrogate for physiological state) of resighted juveniles (at the time of ringing), as well as 

extrinsic factors such as the regional variation in the onset of breeding were considered as 

possible triggers for a specific dispersal strategy. 

Trigger 1: Body condition? 
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Juvenile oystercatchers vary considerably in body mass and size at time of fledging due to 

different levels of parental provisioning (Groves 1984, Kersten & Brenninkmeijer 1995). Such 

dIfferences could be further intensified during the average one month period when juveniles 

forage for themselves but still remain close to natal sites (Hockey 1983b). To test whether body 

condition determines dispersal pattern, body mass and tarsus measurements (tarsus length varies 

the least with age - Hockey 1984b) of individually identifiable juveniles resighted at a nursery 

were compared with measurements of birds repeatedly seen close to natal sites in South Africa. 
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Any juvenile resighted close to natal sites more than six months after being ringed was assumed 

not to migrate to a nursery. Furthermore, two years was taken as the minimum time away from 

natal sites (based on juveniles sighted at Walvis Bay and back near natal sites - Chapter 1) and 

any juvenile resighted back at its natal site in less time was also assumed not to have been to a 

nursery. The measurements used for the analysis were taken during chick ringing, and while 

ages of chicks ringed vary, a substantial proportion of chicks were close to fledging (> 400 g) 

when ringed. 

Results 

There was no significant difference in the ratio of body mass to tarsus length between long­

distance and short-distance dispersers (Fig. 4.2) - both slopes (t = 0.567, P > 0.5) and intercepts 

(t = -1.984, P > 0.05) were statistically indistinguishable. These results suggest that condition 

during chick development and/or close to fledging does not playa role in determining the 

dispersal strategy chosen. 
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Figure 4.2. Regression analysls comparing body mass and tarsus length of long- and short­

distance dispersers. 

Studies of American Black Oystercatchers H. bachmani and Eurasian Oystercatchers H. 

ostralegus have shown that body mass at fledging had no effect on juvenile survival to one or 
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