BIRDING TOURISM FLYING HIGH IN SOUTH AFRICA

By Martin Taylor of Birdlife South Africa
South Africa is fast becoming known as one of the premier birding destinations in the world thanks to our high diversity of birds, national parks and reserves and fantastic tourism infrastructure, writes Martin Taylor of Birdlife South Africa. 
South Africa offers a range of birding habitats, from grasslands, wetlands and forests, to savannahs, fynbos, the seashore and open oceans. Bird-watching in South Africa allows birders to explore a diverse range of habitats being home to 841 species of birds of which 27 are endemic species which means they only occur in South Africa and nowhere else. 
Birding tourism (or avitourism) is travel outside of a person’s usual environment for the purpose of viewing birds in their natural habitats. Since it is centered on components of the natural environment (birds and their habitats), avitourism is sub-category of nature-based tourism.

Research undertaken suggests that the total size of South Africa’s avitourism market is between 21,000 and 40,000 avitourists annually. Of this total, the number of active and potential domestic avitourists ranges between 13,000 and 24,000 consumers and spend between R482 million and R890 million annually. The number of international avitourists ranges between 8,000 and 16,000 and spend between R309 million and R618 million annually. Collectively, these avitourists spend an estimated R927 million to R1.725 billion on birding trips and equipment annually.

Birding routes 
BirdLife South Africa’s Avitourism Division developed the concept of birding routes. These birding routes provide information and resources to local and international birders on where to go, what to see, and where to stay within a certain geographical area. 

The BirdLife South Africa Avitourism Division aims to develop South Africa into the world’s leading birding destination for the benefit of birds, their habitats and communities through responsible avitourism. This is vital for the long-term conservation of the country’s wild birds and their habitats. This is achieved by developing a network of Birding Route’s through South Africa as a product that focuses on providing resources and information to the birding community.  

Accommodation for birders 
An integral part of the Birding Routes is partnerships with local accommodation establishments as birders need somewhere to stay. The BirdLife South Africa Avitourism Division would like to promote establishments that cater both to the specific needs of birders and birds, so establishments are required to meet certain criteria in order to qualify for ‘Birder-friendly establishment’ status. 

This involves catering to the specific needs of birders. This is achieved by providing flexible mealtimes (especially breakfast or having packed breakfasts available) and having bird lists and information about birding and local guides in the area. Proximity to an Important Bird Area, birding site or having birding infrastructure on the property, for example walking trails and hides is also important. 

Responsible Birding

Tourism has a huge impact on the planet and unless it is well managed, tourism has the ability to cause serious environmental damage through air pollution, soil and water degradation. BirdLife South Africa would also like to promote Responsible Tourism operators and carefully managed establishments who are involved in conservation and community and who promote responsible living by being environmentally friendly and sustainable tourism providers

BirdLife South Africa would also like to encourage establishments to join as ‘Birder-friendly’ to support the organisation’s conservation work and assist BirdLife South Africa to achieve its conservation objectives conserving wild birds and their habitats. They are also encouraged to have educational material about the importance of conserving wild birds and their habitats available to guests.
Birder-friendly registered Tour Operators offer birding tours to some of the best birding spots in Southern Africa. These companies are professional and fully registered operators who have an intimate knowledge of the birding spots in South Africa and provide birders with quality, enjoyable, professionally organised birding experiences. Tours can be designed to satisfy the needs of all types of birders, from the brand new bird watcher to the seasoned veteran and from guided tours to self-drive itineraries. 

An exciting initiative along all the birding routes is the availability of Community Bird Guides. The guides are affordable; provide improved security and valuable information on where elusive and special bird species may be found. 

For more information about ‘birder-friendly establishments, birder-friendly tour operators and community bird guides, please visit the birding routes website www.birdingroutes. co.za. Alternatively contact Nikki McCartney at BirdLife South Africa on Cell: 083 636 1060, Tel: 013-764 3370 or email travel@ birdlife.org.za.
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