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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

 
Many more data have been collected on birds in Namibia than any other group of species. These data represent an 
extremely valuable source of information on a variety of aspects such as recent and historical distributions, density, 
breeding characteristics and habitat use and can potentially be used for numerous purposes such as conservation and 
management planning, ecological or behavioural studies. This database contains data from many sources. By using data 
from several sources, it is often possible to derive an ©overall picture© which is not provided by using just one data set 
alone. When used in conjunction with comparable data on other taxa e.g. plants, mammals and reptiles, these data will 
provide a unique and invaluable management and planning tool. Some potential uses of the bird data are: 
 
·  Identification of indicator species of habitat quality and change, particularly species at the top of the food chain e.g. 

raptors 
·  Identification of key habitats and sites for targeted groups of birds e.g. wetlands used by >1% of one or more 

species’  population, which thus qualify as potential Ramsar sites 
·  Comparative assessments of changes in raptor densities across the country in relation to factors such as changes in 

land use, habitat degradation, rainfall 
·  Identification of Important Bird Areas based on congruence of bird groups such as Red Data species, Wetland bird, 

Raptors 
 
The database also includes an extensive bibliography of references relating to birds in Namibia and southern Africa as 
well as an on-line version of this manual. 
 
The Avifaunal Database Project started in January 1997, with the aim of entering all of Namibia’s bird data onto a 
database, developing a user-friendly interface to facilitate the easy use of these data by people with an interest in 
biodiversity and conservation and doing some preliminary data analyses. A key objective of the project was to produce a 
database that could be used as a model system for other taxa, demonstrating the benefits of compiling data onto a 
powerful, yet user-friendly, system. This document describes the Namibian Avifaunal Database (which is housed at the 
Directorate of Environmental Affairs in Windhoek) and explains how to use it. 
 

Aims and contents of this document 

 
This document aims to summarise and describe the information held within the database, giving sufficient information to 
enable the continuing input and extraction of data. 
 
In order to facilitate maximum use of the database, a menu system and user interface has been developed to allow easy 
data entry and the extraction of many commonly requested data summaries. The menus are run by clicking on buttons to 
select options and do not require the user to have any knowledge of how the database works. Section 1 (page 9) 
describes all the options of the menus and gives step-by-step instructions for entering data, extracting and saving data 
and producing formatted reports. 
  
People wishing to use the database to carry out tasks that are not possible through the customised menus will need to 
have an understanding of the database structure, tables and relationships (as well as a basic knowledge of Access) in 
order to design new queries and reports. These aspects of the database are described in Section 2 (page 95). 
 
Section 3 (page 119) describes some example uses, and potential uses, of the database, and illustrates these using 
existing example queries set up for these types of analyses.
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Data sets held in the Avifaunal Database 

 
The database contains six substantial data sets with related species and geographical information. The data sets are: 
 
·  Southern African Bird Atlas Project (SABAP) data 
·  Raptor Road Count data 
·  Wetland data 
·  Museum data 
·  Nest Record data 
·  Damara Tern Nest record data 
 
To give an impression of the complexity of the database, an overview of the database structure and design is presented 
in Figure 1 (page 8). Tables making up the seven datasets above have been colour-coded for clarity. 
 

Southern Afr ican Bird Atlas Project (SABAP) data 

The SABAP was a huge public participation project covering the southern African region; the results of the project were 
published in the two-volume Atlas of Southern African Birds in 1997 (Harrison et al. 1997). Bird Atlas data were 
collected in Namibia between 1970 and 1993; some historical data were also incorporated. Data were collected in the 
form of species lists at the resolution of quarter degree squares (QDS; c. 27 x 27 km) and calendar month. Proven or 
suspected breeding activity was also recorded. The Namibian dataset contains over half a million records of 605 species. 
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  mapping of bird distributions and relative abundance 
·  identification of breeding localities 
·  assessing seasonality of bird distributions and movements 
·  obtaining species lists and reporting rates for areas such as National Parks and selected QDS 
·  diversity analyses to identify areas of particular importance for selected species or groups of species 
 

Raptor Road Count data 

The Raptor Road Count project was launched in 1977 and data collection has continued since then, though in recent 
years interest has tailed off. This is a public participation project whereby raptors and storks are recorded whilst driving 
along roads and tracks throughout the country. For each observation, the time of day, species, number of birds and 
odometer is recorded, with additional information on activity and age often being recorded. The amount of data 
collected by this project is impressive: by 1997 over 300 people had been involved, recording 116 551 birds, of 63 
species of raptors during 1.2 million km of driving throughout the whole country. 
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  assessing changes in density of raptor species over time to provide a baseline for future monitoring 
·  assessing effects of factors such as land use change on raptor densities 
·  assessing breeding success and population dynamics of raptor populations over time 
·  monitoring the health of species at the top of the food chain, as indicators of environmental health  
 

Wetland data 

Regular bird counts at selected wetlands and coastal sites throughout the country have been undertaken since 1991, with 
some earlier information also available for a few sites e.g. Walvis Bay and Sandwich. Data are recorded on IWRB 
(Wetlands International) forms. Counts have generally been made during the months of January, April and/or July, 
though few sites have been counted at every count date and many new sites have been added since 1991. 
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Although a lot is already known about the local and international importance of some of Namibia’s wetlands, there are 
many aspects we still don’ t know enough about. Many of the wetlands in Caprivi are poorly known, for example, and 
information on the importance of Namibia’s wetlands to migratory birds is limited. With regular counts over many years 
it will be possible to identify trends in wetlands use by different groups of birds, and thus identify particularly important 
wetlands. Some wetlands may qualify as Ramsar sites on the basis of regularly supporting >1% of a species population. 
Recognition of the importance of Namibia’s wetlands to resident and migratory birds as well as other animals and plants 
may enhance their perceived conservation value and protection status. 
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  identification of Namibia’s most important wetland sites in terms of overall number of birds, number of Red Data 

species, number of migratory birds etc 
·  monitoring of these key sites, many of which are threatened or endangered in Namibia 
·  using birds as indicators of ‘health’  of wetland sites 
 

Museum data 

Many museums around the world hold ornithological specimens that were originally collected in Namibia, some dating 
back to expeditions made in the early 1800s and before.  By January 1999, the database contained information on over 
24 000 specimens. For many species, particularly larks, weavers and finches there are several hundred specimens, with 
Sabota lark topping the list with almost 500 specimens. Most specimens have associated information on the collection 
date and locality, although for some this is simply “Damaraland”  or “Kaokoveld” .  
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  comparison of historical bird distributions with those of SABAP, for example, to produce an insight into changes 

over time and factors influencing birds 
 

Nest Record data 

Nest record data have been collected on nest record cards for many years, with some additional data going back to the 
1800’s. Nests are recorded either as single nests or breeding colonies. By January 1999, several species had over 100 
nest records, particularly those which have been the focus of research projects, with lappetfaced vulture topping the list 
at over 300 cards. Others with over 100 cards include ostrich, whitefronted plover and African marsh warbler.  
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  identifying species which regularly breed in Namibia 
·  identifying important breeding sites in Namibia 
·  providing baseline data on e.g. egg size, clutch size, seasonality, breeding success 
·  assessing effects of factors such as geographical location, rainfall and human disturbance on breeding attempts 
 

Damara Tern Nest record data 

The Damara Tern is near-endemic to Namibia and recent population estimates put its population size at around 13 500 
birds (Simmons et al. 1998a). In addition to data collected under the Nest Record scheme, detailed data on Damara Tern 
breeding have been collected systematically throughout its range. In addition to date and locality information, data are 
collected on nest contents, chick activity, predation and habitat. 
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  identification of key Damara Tern breeding areas 
·  assessment of breeding success throughout its range 
·  assessment of habitat preference 
·  identification of factors leading to breeding failure 
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Endemics data 

The database also contains data on 10 of Namibia’s inland endemic species, based on fieldwork carried out during 7 
months in 1996 (Jarvis and Robertson 1997; 1999). These data represent predicted numbers of each species in each 
QDS in Namibia, and a diversity ranking (Shannon Index) based on these predictions. 
 
Uses of these data include 
 
·  assessment of population sizes and distributions of Namibia’s endemics 
·  identification of key areas for these species and assessment of their protection status 
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Figure 1 Structure of the Avifaunal Database.  

 


