
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Breeding Season 2020/21 

The great start to the season originally spurred 13 groups to breed, but this has unfortunately 

not continued through the season with the same vigour. Most groups laid their eggs during 

late October/early November, apart from one new group which laid much later during early 

December. Of the 13 breeding attempts, there are only 7 remaining, with the 6 failures 

occurring from a variety of reasons at different stages.  

Successful groups to date 

Timbavati PNR:  Karan Khaya, Hermansburg, Johnniesdale 

Klaserie PNR:  Copenhagen, Dover 

Umbabat PNR:  Ntsiri 

Balule PNR:   York 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Top left: York nestling at one day old. Top right: Johnniesdale nestling newly hatched,  

Bottom left: Hermansburg nestling at about 8 days old. Bottom right: Karan Khaya nestling at 8 days 

old. 

 

APNR Southern Ground Hornbill 

Research & Conservation Project 

January Quarterly Report 2021 



 
 

Unsuccessful groups to date 

Klaserie PNR:  Strydom, Senalala, Ntoma, Janovsky 

Thornybush NR: Thornybush 

Timbavati PNR:  Lornay 

Incubation failures: Thornybush group (Thornybush NR) and Lornay group (Timbavati 

PNR) both failed during the incubation stage, although for different reasons. Thornybush, 

who are one of the few groups who have a natural nest, seemed to abandon the nest entirely 

during the early stages of incubation. During a routine nest check, it was noted that one of the 

eggs was cracked. The camera trap footage during this time showed that one of the males 

repeatedly entered the nest and may have been the cause of this cracked egg. The nest 

abandonment was noticed soon afterwards. Lornay group, on the other hand, had one egg 

disappear (possibly due to predation) and the second insurance egg failed to hatch. 

Interestingly, 4 other groups had one of their two eggs within the nest fail as well. 

 
Figure 2. Thornybush nest in November with one cracked egg. 

 

Unknown failure: Janovsky nest is one of the most successful groups within the APNR but 

unfortunately there was no indication at the nest as to why it may have failed sometime after 

the chick was 20 days old. 

Predation: Strydom group (Klaserie PNR) and Senalala group (Klaserie PNR) nestlings 

were both subject to suspected predation. Strydom’s female was chased out of the nest late 

one evening and camera trap footage showed the presence of a genet. The camera did not 

actually catch the predation event; however, it is presumed to be the genet since it spent the 

entire evening in the tree, the chick was only two days old, and the female did not return until 

the next day. The Senalala event was also presumed to be predated somewhere between 20 

days old and 40 days old, although it is not clear what it was from. The remnants of a genet 

were found directly underneath the tree. 



 
 

 
Figure 3. Camera trap footage - Suspected genet predation at Strydom’s nest. 

 

Failure due to conflict: Ntoma group (Klaserie PNR) recently occupied one of the new nests 

provided for them last year. After the excitement of this group breeding for the first time 

within the APNR, the reason for failure was an interesting event. One of the neighbouring 

groups (Pitlochry group), who’s nest was predated by the leopard last year, invaded the 

territory of the resident Ntoma group. The incubating female was attacked and chased out of 

the nest and Pitlochry group proceeded to take over the nesting site. After the event, Ntoma 

group was not seen at the nest again from the camera footage. It is unlikely that the invaders 

will attempt to breed this late in the season, but it will be interesting to observe the years to 

come. Their other nest is over 6km away and they will not be able to defend both nesting 

sites simultaneously. 

 
Figure 4. Left: Success with Ntoma group laying in new nest. Right: Pitlochry group moves in and 

chases out Ntoma group resulting in eggs being tossed out of nest. 

 

Research 

Kyle is nearing the end with his data collection for his PhD thesis. Once all breeding has 

finished, the task then will be to analyse everything which has been collected and compile it. 



 
 

So far, he is already in the process of writing a paper on the effects of climate on 

reproduction, as well as on the bird’s vocalisations. 

Carrie’s data collection for her master’s degree has been going well so far. Her research will 

provide some much-needed information on not only the effects of high temperatures on 

nestling growth rates, but also on the effectiveness of the different nests in buffering the harsh 

external conditions. 

 
Figure 5. Nestlings being weighed and measured to monitor growth rates and body condition. 

 

 
Figure 6. Camera trap footage of adult birds showing signs of heat stress with wing drooping and 

panting. 

 
 

York Nature Reserve Success 

Last year, one of the new nests was installed on York Nature Reserve to allow groups on the 

outskirts of the APNR with the opportunity to breed and hopefully lead to natural dispersal 

outside of this population stronghold. It was expected that these nests would likely sit 

unoccupied for several years before birds began to use them. Luckily for us, it did not take 

long for the birds on York to occupy the nest we installed for them and currently still have a 

nestling inside the nest. 

After gaining a little bit more information on this new group from our camera traps, the 

situation became a lot more interesting. The species is generally thought to be obligate 



 
 

cooperative breeders; however, the group consists of only two individuals and provides an 

indication that breeding can occur without additional individuals to help, albeit rare. Granted, 

the chick appears to be slightly smaller than other individuals of the same age and there are 

still a few months to go before a completely successful attempt, but it is a great start. 

Even more interesting is that the female within this group does not display any female 

colouration. Ground-hornbills are sexually dimorphic in that males have solid red throats, 

while females also have red throats, but with a patch of blue underneath the beak. This blue 

can often be difficult to observe in the field, however, camera footage has revealed that this 

female has purely red colouration. It has been known for a while that males can sometimes 

display female colouration (otherwise known as false females); however, the opposite has 

never been observed to our knowledge. With this said, we are still to gather audio recordings 

of this bird to analyse whether we can distinguish her sex from audio frequency and temporal 

parameters. 

 
Figure 7. York nest with one male and one female raising a chick. Female has no blue colouration. 

 

Conservation Success 

Part of the conservation of the species involves the harvesting of doomed second hatched 

chicks in the effort to artificially form groups and release them back into their historic range. 

This has been ongoing for several years now, carried out by The Mabula Ground Hornbill 

Project and has seen progressive success. The overall goal is for birds to be released and to 

successfully breed independently of human action. We are happy to announce that one of the 

reintroduced groups named Thaba Tholo, at Loskop Dam Nature Reserve have succeeded in 

this. The group consists of 4 birds, 3 of which were chicks harvested from the APNR. These 

birds were harvested in 2010 (Hermansburg group), 2014 (Rhino Road) and 2017 (Addger). 

A huge congratulations to all the hard work of those involved in harvesting, rearing, 

planning, organising, releasing, and monitoring. 



 
 

 
Figure 8. Thaba Tholo groups first nestling – a successful reintroduction of a group consisting of 3 

birds harvested from the APNR. 
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