WEST COAST HONORARY RANGERS GLENDOWER BIRDING WEEKEND

On the weekend of 4-6 November, the SANParks Honorary Rangers (HR) of the West Coast Region hosted their first ever, annual Birding Weekend in the Park.  We decided that the format of the weekend should take the form of a game, not a competition, as many less experienced birders are scared off by the sound of the word “competition”.  Further to this, we decided to break with tradition and invite entries from beginner and novice birders, and much to our surprise, received many more of these entries than Twitcher entries! Entry fees included two night’s accommodation and a 9-course meal at the local Strandloper Restaurant where the prize giving was held.

So, after many meetings, much research and midnight oil, the HR Birding Weekend Project Leader and her team organised over R30,000 worth of sponsorship, brand new Roberts 7 compliant bird lists, rare bird sighting forms, entry forms, indemnity forms, radio advertising, Goodie Bags, accommodation for the players and organizers,  rosters for marshals, special arrangements to allow players to exit and re-enter the Park up till midnight both nights, expert lecturers, braai arrangements for Friday night, a gala dinner with prize giving for Saturday night and special Park permission to open two normally closed gravel roads to the players.

At the official start of the weekend we counted 30 entries (8 teams).  This is a remarkable achievement for a sleepy seaside village on the west coast and we are delighted with such a good response. We decided quite early in the process that the first event must be a resounding success from the Birder’s point of view, so entry fees were restricted to what it basically cost us to host. We intend to start reaping rewards from next year’s event which we are convinced will be sold out in advance, based on word of mouth recommendations from this year’s entrants back to their birding clubs.

In another birding “first”, Professor Phil Hockey on the Black Oyster Catcher Conservation Program and Doctor Anton Odendaal on birding around the camps in KNP (both well-known avian luminaries) were invited to address the gathering on Sunday morning, and these went down really well with the players and organizers alike.

The teams spotted one hundred and sixty eight birds in total, during the specified time from 6pm Friday to 6pm Saturday, despite some serious wind, which basically blew during the whole period.  General feedback from the entrants was extremely positive, and our Region is now looking to host this annual event in March when many birds are in their breeding plumage, summer migrants are still here and the chances of heavy wind are much reduced.
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