Ardeidae: herons,

Bittern
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BITTERN

Botaurus stellaris

The nominate subspecies of the Bittern occursin the
Pdearctic and Orienta regions, some migrating into
Africaas far south as the equator (Del Hoyo et al.
1992). Therace B. s capensisis geographicaly iso-
lated in southern and centra Africa, and occurs out-
Sdethealasregionin Mozambique, Mdawi, Tanza-
nia, Zambiaand Angola(Brooke 1984b; Dd Hoyo et
al. 1992).

Atlasrecords were widdly scattered. In the Trans
vadl it was reported from four sites: the seasonally
inundated floodplain a Nylsvliey (2428DA), two per-
manent wetlands, namely Blesbokspruit (2628BC)
and Mdzadi Vlei (2531DD), and arecently flooded
dam near Lothair (2630AD). Three of the four Kwa
Zulu-Nad locdlities are on the coast: Richards Bay
(2832CC), north of Durban (2931CC), and south of
Port Shepstone (3030CD). In the Free State the only
record was from a reedbed below a dam (2726DA)
during aperiod of high rainfdl. It was reported in the 10°
wetlands of northern Botswanaand the Caprivi Strip,
whereit is unaccountably rare (e.g. Penry 1994). There was one
record close to Etosha Pan and there are three historical records
from northern Namibia (Winterbottom 1971d).

It is highly inconspicuous, often revedled only by its ‘boom-
ing’ vocalizations during the breeding season. It is frequently
confusad with juvenile Blackcrowned Night Herons Nycticorax
nycticorax (Brooke 1984b), but the atlas records were carefully
vetted.

It inhabits tall, dense emergent vegetation, e.g. Phragmites
reedbeds and tall beds of sedge, at large wetlands, apparently
preferring seasonal over permanent marshes (Tarboton et al.
1987b), and israrely seen out in the open. Its preference for sea
sond wetlands suggeststhat it must be highly mobile, but details
of its movements are unknown. The single atlas breeding record
(anest with eggs) came from Nylsvley during March 1991.
Records of booming maes and active nestsin South Africasug-
gest an extended summer breeding season September—May
(Clancey 1964b; Dean 1971; Tarboton et al. 1987b), and boom-
ing maleshave been heard inthe Okavango April-June, the period
of pesk flooding (Brewster 1991; M. Herremans pers. comm.).
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Recorded in 32 grid cells, 0.7%
Total number of records: 39
Mean reporting rate for range: 1.6%

A catastrophic declinein South Africaduring the 20th century
isattributed to wetland degradation (Brooke 1984b). It previoudy
occurred asfar west as Cgpe Town (3318CD) in the southwestern
Cape Province, whereit isnow extinct (Brooke 1984b). It hasdis-
appeared from Lesotho and most of the Free State (Brooke
1984h). Inthe Transvad (cf. Tarbotonet al. 1987b) and KwaZulu-
Nata, it no longer occurs a severa historica locdities. The only
placein South Africawhereit is now recorded with any regular-
ity isNylsvley. TheBitternislisted as‘ vulnerable in South Africa
(Brooke 1984b) and, dthoughitisnot regarded asglobally threat-
ened (Collar et al. 1994), the southern African population merits
the highest level of conservation concern.
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Models of seasonality for Zones. Number of records (top to bottom, left to right):
Occurrence: 11, 0, 0, 0, 0, 11, 15, 0; Breeding: 0,0, 0, 0,0, 1, 0, 0.



