
 

End of Breeding Season 2020/21  

The breeding season has come to an end with 7 nestlings successfully fledging out of the 13 

breeding attempts. This is a fledging success of 53.8% for the season, slightly lower than that 

of the overall fledging success over the past 20 years which is now sitting at 60.6%. We were 

lucky to capture some fledging moments on the camera traps (Figure 1). So far, we can 

confirm that Karan Khaya, Hermansburg and York nestlings are still alive and moving with 

their respective groups. We are yet to find or receive sightings about the rest. 

Successful groups 

Timbavati PNR: Karan Khaya, Hermansburg, Johnniesdale 

Klaserie PNR:  Copenhagen, Dover 

Umbabat PNR:  Ntsiri 

Balule PNR:   York 

 

Unsuccessful groups 

Klaserie PNR:  Strydom, Senalala, Ntoma, Janovsky 

Thornybush PNR: Thornybush 

Timbavati PNR:  Lornay 

Artificial nest conditions 

During the past few months, and in collaboration with the Mabula Ground-Hornbill Project, 

we have installed two temperature and humidity loggers at each of the nests of the latest 

design (Figure 2). One logger was placed on the roof inside the nests, while the other was 

placed underneath the nest. These loggers will provide us with more information on the 
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Figure 1. Johnniesdale nestling fledging (left), Hermansburg nestling fledging (right) 



insulative abilities of these new nests and the results from this will help in the ongoing 

process to find the best design. 

From the preliminary results, it seems as though temperatures within these nests are slightly 

higher than that of the outside temperatures, while humidity levels are slightly lower inside 

when compared to outside. During the coming months, the data from these loggers will be 

analysed in greater detail and we will modify the design accordingly. 

 

Funding 

Good news for Ground Hornbill research and conservation. Recently, Carrie was awarded 

funding through The Ruffords Foundation to continue her research on the effects of high 

temperatures on nestling growth and physiology. This funding will contribute towards vital 

equipment needed by the project and for her research. 

 

The Mabula Ground Hornbill Project have also received the prestigious Whitley Award for 

their community-based approach to conserve the species. A huge congratulations to them for 

the well-deserved prize that will undoubtedly help them reach their goals to conserve this 

iconic species. 

 

Figure 2. Kyle installing temperature loggers inside and outside of new nests. 



 

Research 

Kyle has completed the analyses for his research on the effects of temperature and rainfall on 

the reproductive success, and how the presence of helpers might be able to buffer harsh 

conditions. The results suggest that rainfall over the dry season can increase the chances of 

groups breeding. However, when high dry season temperatures occur with this rainfall, lay 

dates are likely to occur later in the breeding season. High temperatures were also shown to 

result in decreases in nestling masses, highlighting the importance of refining nest designs to 

minimise this effect. This also warrants the further fine-scale research into how increasing 

temperatures might affect nestling condition, something which Carrie is in the process of 

doing. The writing of the manuscript for these results is in the final stages of revision and will 

be shared accordingly once completed. 

For Carrie’s research, all sampling and growth measurements of the nestlings were completed 

in March before the nestlings fledged. Nestlings were weighed and measured at 6 stages of 

growth: 1 day, 8 days, 20 days, 40 days, 60 days, and 75 days old (Figure 3). These visits 

coincided with camera trap battery and memory card changes. Interestingly, it appears that 

nestlings reach almost full weight within the first 50-60 days of their 90-day nestling period 

(Figure 4). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Measurements of nestlings at different ages. Top left: 1 day old; middle left: 8 

days old; bottom left: 20 days old; top right: 40 days old; bottom right: 75 days old 



 

Camera traps were installed at all breeding nests, to establish provisioning rates. All camera 

trap footage is currently being analysed and data extracted. The project has enlisted 

additional help from Thandiwe Knutson to assist with the camera trap data extraction as it is 

such a big job. Thandiwe has vast experience with camera traps in her past work wuth the 

Kwa-Zulu-Natal Leopard Monitoring Project. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Preliminary growth curve for nestlings. Triangular points show the mass measurements taken 

at different ages with a line of best fit. 

Figure 5. Newest member of the team – Thandiwe Knutson 



 

Visits from supervisors 

In February the projects coordinator, Dr Rita Covas, returned to visit the project site along 

with Dr Susan Cunningham, (senior lecturer at the Fitz and co-supervisor to Carrie’s MSc). 

They joined us for a week of nest visits to measure the nestlings and to discuss the research 

and project going forward. In March we were also joined by Prof. Claire Spottiswoode, co-

supervisor to Kyles PhD. 

They all thoroughly enjoyed their visit to the APNR and it was a privilege for us to show 

Susan and Claire the study area and nests for the very first time. 

 

Citizen Science 

The project is calling on some citizen scientists for some help with our data collection. We 

require photos and/or videos of any ground-hornbills in the wild, alongside this we require 

the location, time, and date the photo was taken. Please send to nghututu@gmail.com or 

WhatsApp Carrie on 0723456584.  

 

 

 

Figure 6. Poster calling out for citizen scientists. 
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