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SUMMARY

RAO, A.S., HOCKEY, P.A.R. & MONTEVECCHI, W.A. 2014. Coastal dispersal by pre-breeding African Black Oystercatchers Haematopus
moquini. Marine Ornithology 42: 105–112.
African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini high-tide roost sites were located and mapped along the Atlantic coasts of South Africa
and Namibia. Nearly all roosts checked contained juvenile and/or immature, individually colour-banded birds. A series of dispersal roosts
were identified along the coastline, with the largest roosts being in central Namibia. Birds forage at or near the roost sites at low tide. Of
birds banded in southwestern South Africa with confirmed dispersal endpoints, 65% dispersed north of Lüderitz, Namibia (average travel
distance of 1 595 km from natal site), 11% dispersed to northwestern South Africa (average travel distance 548 km), 19% dispersed within
southwestern South Africa (average travel distance 141 km), and 5% dispersed eastward along the south coast of South Africa (average travel
distance 237 km). At least 22% of re-sighted birds departed in their first year of life, and 25% returned in their third or fourth year of life.
Body condition, sex and relative hatch date were not associated with roost site distances from natal colonies. Dispersal connectivity is weak
in this species, as immature birds of different ages and origins mixed at roost sites along the dispersal route.
Keywords: dispersal, juveniles, immature birds, mark-recapture, Oystercatchers, Namibia, shorebirds, South Africa

INTRODUCTION
Knowledge of species’ movements, including dispersal and
migration, is of critical importance in understanding population
biology and ecology (Horn 1983) and in developing comprehensive
conservation plans (Alderman et al. 2010). These considerations are
especially pressing for endemic species and species at risk.
The African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini, a “NearThreatened” shorebird (BirdLife International 2004) endemic
to South Africa and Namibia, is considered to undertake partial
juvenile “migration” (Hockey et al. 2003). It was estimated
that 36%–46% of South African-hatched juvenile African Black
Oystercatchers travel in their first year of life to traditional sites in
Namibia, stopping at one or more sites along the way. Hockey et al.
(2003) hypothesized that birds returned to natal areas in their third
or fourth year, stopping at one or more sites during return, and that
birds travelling further distances were in better body condition. This
juvenile movement pattern is similar to that of some seabird species,
including African Penguins Spheniscus demersus (Crawford et al.
1995, Whittington 2002) and gannets Sula spp. (Wodzicki 1967,
Nelson 1978).
In this study, we present data on the locations of intermediate sites
used by pre-breeding African Black Oystercatchers between their
natal areas in South Africa and endpoints within a dispersal range
that extends into Namibia. For the purposes of this study, a dispersal
endpoint roost is defined as the area surrounding the high-tide roost
at the end of one direction of a bird’s trajectory. A dispersal stopover

roost is defined as the area surrounding a high-tide roost in the area
used by birds as a resting and re-fuelling point in the course of their
dispersal, i.e. a site between their departure point and their endpoint
(Erni et al. 2002). A departure point is defined as the bird’s natal
site. Individual roost sites are assessed in terms of their purpose as
either a stopover or endpoint. A traditional site is defined as a roost
that is used repeatedly by the species, particularly by immature
birds, over multiple years.
We also assess potential “triggers” for dispersal, specifically whether
body condition, sex and relative hatch date differ among individuals
dispersing different distances, and whether birds of different ages
and origins use different sites. This dispersal pattern is compared
with those of other oystercatcher species. The African Black
Oystercatcher is a suitable study species for further elucidation of
the pattern and triggers of post-fledging dispersal because its range
is both linear and concentrated in a small geographical region.
This information will contribute to our understanding of migratory
or dispersal connectivity (the movement of individuals from one
population to another) and, among African Black Oystercatchers
in particular, the linkages of individual populations moving from
breeding to non-breeding sites (Cowen et al. 2000, Webster et al.
2002). Understanding connectivity enables a better understanding of
population dynamics and potential responses to changes in habitat
availability and quality at breeding and non-breeding sites (Webster
et al. 2002, Johnson et al. 2010). Changes in the population,
distribution and movements of African Black Oystercatchers could
be linked to changes in coastal land use over time (e.g. Calf &
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Underhill 2002), and changes in diet due to displacement of local
mussel species by the alien Mytilus galloprovincialis, which is
now an important prey item (Hockey & van Erkom Schurink 1992;
Hockey 1996b).
Knowledge of the pattern of habitat use by non-breeding African
Black Oystercatchers is important in the context of land and marine
use planning, including implementation activities related to the
South African National Environmental Management: Integrated
Coastal Management Act (Act No. 24 of 2008), Spatial Development
Frameworks for the Western Cape and Northern Cape provinces
(Provincial Government 2009, Office of the Premier 2012), and
protected area planning and implementation (e.g. Government of
South Africa 2010, Rudd et al. 2011). This knowledge will also help
managers and researchers understand the potential vulnerability of
the species in relation to climate change effects such as sea level rise
(Johnson et al. 2010, Rudd et al. 2011).

STUDY AREA AND METHODS
Study area
Research was conducted on the west coasts of South Africa and
Namibia in 2004 and 2005 (Fig. 1).
Bird banding
From November 1998 through April 2005, a total of 988
oystercatcher chicks were captured near nest sites and banded on
the right leg with a short plastic coloured band, denoting year, and
on the left leg with a long plastic coloured band, denoting banding
region within the species’ breeding range in South Africa (Table 1
and Fig. 1) and engraved with a unique three-character code. Data
collected from 1999 to 2005 by other researchers (Leseberg 2001,
Hockey et al. 2003, Oystercatcher Conservation Programme [OCP]
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Fig. 1. Map of southern Africa showing African Black Oystercatcher banding regions and Atlantic coast roost locations. Banding regions
(from Table 1) are marked with capital letters; lower-case letters indicate origins of birds observed at each roost site. Roost sites are indicated
by horizontal lines. Only those location names referred to in the text are labelled on the map. The names of all roost site locations indicated by
horizontal lines are, from north to south: Hoanibmond, Cape Cross Bay, Swakopmund, Walvis Bay, Sandwich Harbour, Easter Point, north
of Arkona, Clara Hill, (no name), Gibraltar, Black Rock, Hottentots Bay, Douglas Point, Lüderitz area, Elizabeth Bay area, Pomona Island
area, (no name), south of Possession Island, Bogenfels Arch, Driemasterbaai, Panther Head, (no name), (no name), (no name), McDougall’s
Bay, Kleinsee, north of Witstrandjie, Hondeklipbaai, Uilspieëlduin, Island Point, Malkopbaai, Brand se Baai, Olifants River, Elands Bay,
Shell Bay, Varkvlei, Mauritzbaai & Hospital Point, Kleineiland, Yzerfontein and Koeberg.
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unpublished data) were also used for analyses. Culmen, tarsus,
wing and mass measurements were recorded in situ for all chicks,
and blood samples were collected from some banding areas for sex
determination. Following data collection, chicks were replaced in
the hiding spots in which they had been found. Of birds banded,
75% were in the three northwestern banding regions: Lambert’s
Bay to Cape Point (395 km shoreline length), Saldanha Bay islands
and Dassen Island (presented as regions B, Y and O, respectively,
in Fig. 1).
Aerial surveys
To locate oystercatcher high-tide roosts north of Elands Bay, South
Africa (Fig. 1), aerial surveys were conducted in May 2004 from
Elands Bay to Lüderitz, Namibia, and in August 2004 from Lüderitz
along the Skeleton Coast to the Cunene River on the border between
Namibia and Angola (Fig. 1). Roosts south of Elands Bay were
considered to be well known, so the area was not surveyed from
the air. Aerial surveys were preferable to ground surveys due to the
distances involved and the inaccessibility of much of the terrain.
Aerial surveys could be conducted only during a three-hour hightide window during a spring tide cycle, at a time when the weather
was clear. A Cessna-172 four-seater high-wing plane was used for
both surveys.
In addition to the pilot, one or two observers were aboard the plane.
Each observer carried a set of 1:50 000 topographical maps of the
coast. Data recorded included the location of the roosts (through
the use of the maps and a portable geographical positioning system
[GPS] unit), a count of the birds in the roost and indicators of
disturbance or human land use.
The plane averaged an altitude of 61 m above ground, at a speed of
180 km/h. A slightly faster speed was maintained over open, sandy
areas. The pilot followed the coastline, flying slightly offshore. The
pilot avoided islands, due to the presence of breeding seals and
birds, and because African Black Oystercatchers do not generally
form large roosts on islands. A flight altitude of at least 305 m was
TABLE 1
Colour codes for banding regions and relative numbers
of birds banded in each region
Region
(South Africa)
Lambert’s Bay to
Cape Point

Band
colour
(letter
code)
Blue (B)

% total
Number of
birds
birds
banded as of banded as of
June 2005
June 2005
109

11

Saldanha Bay islands Yellow (Y)

352

36

Dassen Island

Orange (O)

279

28

Cape Point to
Breede River

Red (R)

46

5

Breede River to
Cape St. Francis

Green (G)

149

15

Cape St. Francis to
Cape Padrone

White (W)

34

3

10

1

9

1

East of Cape Padrone Black (K)
East coast

Turquoise (T)
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required at the Orange River mouth and the Atlas and Wolf Bays
area in Namibia because of the presence of flamingos and seal
colonies, respectively. No oystercatcher roost exists at the Orange
River mouth. Any roost at the bays would have been missed.
Ground-truthing roost sites
At each roost, the number of birds was counted, and banded birds
were identified with 20–60× zoom lenses at roosts between Koeberg
in the south and Port Nolloth in the north of South Africa using
telescopes from February to July 2004 and February to June 2005.
Roosts were prioritized for ground-truthing based on the number of
birds estimated from the air and the accessibility of the area. Groundtruthing took place at the following roosts in South Africa: Koeberg,
Yzerfontein, Kleineiland, Mauritzbaai/Hospital Point, Varkvlei, Shell
Bay, Elands Bay, Olifants River, Brand se Baai, Malkopbaai, Island
Point, Hondeklipbaai and McDougall’s Bay. These roosts were
checked one to three times in both 2004 and 2005. The roost at Walvis
Bay, Namibia, was checked once in 2004. Roosts were checked
at spring high tides to ensure that the maximum number of birds
would be present. Data collected since 1999 by other researchers at
Namibian roosts (Douglas Point, Hottentots Bay, Sandwich Harbour,
Walvis Bay, Swakopmund) were also used for analyses (Leseberg
2001, OCP unpublished data).
Data collected included total number of birds, band colours and
band numbers. Unbanded first- and second-year birds can be
identified by reddish-brown eyes with a narrow, burnt-orange eye
ring, greyish-pink legs and brownish bills (Hockey 1986); these
were also recorded. The areas around the roost sites were checked
for foraging banded birds at low tide. The numbers of banded
birds will always be underestimates, because in some roosts it was
not always possible to see the legs of all birds, and with time the
engraved rings become increasingly worn and difficult to read.
The ages, hatch years, origins, previous movements and individual
characteristics of individually identified birds recorded at the
different roosts were determined from existing databases of banded
and re-sighted birds, and compared among roosts. Only bird ages
and general origins could be determined if the three-digit code on
the long plastic band was unreadable.
Data analysis
Databases on all banded and re-sighted birds had previously been
set up and were maintained throughout the study. As of June 2005,
340 of the 988 banded birds had been re-sighted at least once.
To determine the timing of the birds’ movements, only those birds
that could be identified to individual level (i.e., those on whose
long plastic bands the number could be read) were included in
the analysis. The decision to do this was initially made to avoid
counting the same bird twice, then maintained for consistency.
Hockey et al. (2003) assumed that birds that had been seen at
local dispersal roosts (in that case less than 150 km from natal
sites) between six months and two years from hatching did not
undertake longer-distance movements. Following observations that
some birds left the vicinity of their natal sites for Namibia in their
second year or later, a more conservative method was chosen: only
those birds that were seen in at least two consecutive years at a
particular endpoint roost were included in the analysis. This was
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Timing
The results do not fully support the conclusion by Hockey et al.
(2003) that all African Black Oystercatchers travel away from the
vicinity of their natal areas in their first year of life and return in
their third or fourth year of life. Of those birds travelling north of
Elands Bay, 22% definitely dispersed in their hatch year and 4%
definitely dispersed later than their hatch year; 25% definitely
returned in their third or fourth year, whereas 9% definitely returned
in their second year (Table 2). It can be concluded that the birds
disperse when they are immature, but not necessarily while they
are juveniles.
Uncertainties arose because not every bird was re-sighted in every
year. Therefore, in many cases it was only possible to determine the
range of years within which a bird moved in a particular direction.
For example, bird A36, banded in 1999, was re-sighted in its first
year at Walvis Bay. It was not re-sighted again until its third year,
45
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Age (bird years), hatch years and origin were also compared for
birds seen at different roosts. Data from observations at both high
tide and low tide were included. Chi-squared analysis was used to
determine whether observed proportions of re-sighted birds from
different origins at confirmed endpoints reflected the proportions
of birds banded at each origin, or indicated disproportionate
representation. Only presence/absence information is presented
rather than numbers of birds of different ages and origins because it
was not possible to account for all birds present at all roosts.

Of the total number of individually marked birds (N = 106) for
which dispersal endpoints were confirmed, 65% dispersed north
of Lüderitz, Namibia (with an average travel distance of 1 595 km
from their natal site), 11% dispersed to northwestern South Africa
from the Olifants River to the Namibian border (average travel
distance 548 km), 19% dispersed within southwestern South Africa
from the Cape Peninsula to Elands Bay (average travel distance
141 km), and 5% dispersed eastward along the south coast of South
Africa (average travel distance 237 km) (Fig. 2). It is unknown how
many dispersed to southern Namibia, due to the inaccessibility of
the area.

Walvis Bay

An index of body condition was measured as the ratio of mass (g)
to tarsal length (mm) of chicks at the time of banding. Hatch date
was calculated by estimating the age in days of a chick at the time
of banding based on the relationship between tarsal length (mm,
the most conservative growth parameter) and age documented by
Hockey (1984). Relative hatch date of an individual was calculated
as the number of days by which its hatch date followed the hatch
date of the earliest-banded bird in any given breeding season. The
use of relative hatch date, rather than actual hatch date, provided
a means of comparing within years and among years. Linear
regression analysis was used to compare each variable against
distance travelled and dispersal endpoint. Distance travelled was
calculated in kilometres from a bird’s natal site to its dispersal
endpoint using an existing database of relative shoreline positions
of points around the coast, with a scale based on alongshore
distance in kilometres from a common reference point. Relative
shoreline position was also used as a measure of the dispersal
endpoint to determine whether the use of a certain destination,
rather than travelling distance, was determined by body condition
or relative hatch date.

Oystercatcher roost sites, including previously known roosts,
were identified along the entire South African and Namibian
west coasts (Fig. 1). Because there are no records of successful
breeding between Lüderitz and Möwe Bay in Namibia, it can be
safely assumed that the birds at roosts north of Lüderitz are all nonbreeding juveniles, immatures and subadults (Braine 1987, OCP
unpublished data).

Elands Bay
Olifants River

In most cases, it was not possible to determine the exact year
of dispersal or return because many birds were not re-sighted in
consecutive years; however, a range of years within which the
dispersal or return took place could be determined. If birds had not
been seen to return following dispersal, we did not assume that the
bird returned or would return from dispersal. The number of birds
dispersing in each year or range of years was counted. Year 1 refers
to a hatch-year bird.

Destinations

Yzerfontein

Based on the date of banding and on the dates and locations of
re-sighting, year of dispersal, year of return and year of return to
natal site were calculated for those birds recorded travelling to
endpoints north of Elands Bay. Elands Bay is within the birds’
main South African breeding range and is therefore considered the
northernmost “local dispersal roost.” “Year of return” is defined
as the year in which a bird that had been re-sighted at a dispersal
endpoint was later re-sighted further south. “Year of return to natal
site” is defined as the year in which a bird that had been re-sighted
at a dispersal endpoint was later re-sighted at its natal site. “Natal
site” is defined as the actual area at which the bird hatched. A
bird year was set as starting on 1 December of any given year for
calculation purposes and because a new season of bird banding
generally begins in December.

RESULTS

southeast

interpreted as an indication that the birds did not continue further
north. All birds seen at Namibian roosts were used in the analysis,
as they are among the northernmost known roosts in the birds’
range. This more conservative method reduced the sample size (n =
106); however, the results allowed for more rigorous confirmation
of a bird’s dispersal endpoint and the method reduces the chance of
Type II error.

Resighted birds at confirmed dispersal endpoints

108

Relative shoreline position (each tick is 200 km)

Fig. 2. Number of re-sighted birds moving from natal colony to
each confirmed dispersal endpoint.
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in the vicinity of its natal site; then it was re-sighted in its fourth
year at its natal site. It can only be concluded that it returned to
the vicinity of its natal site between its first and third years and to
the natal site itself between its first and fourth years. Given these
uncertainties, of 139 birds observed to have travelled north of
Elands Bay and 32 returning birds re-sighted, 73%–99% dispersed
in their first or second year and 9%–87% returned between their
second and fourth year.
Multi-purpose sites
Sites were assessed for their dispersal function for individual birds.
We had hypothesized that roosts north of Elands Bay and south of
the Orange River were located in stopover areas for young birds
travelling to or from dispersal endpoints in Namibia. However, 10
individual birds were re-sighted in both 2004 and 2005 at Olifants
River, Brand se Baai, Malkopbaai, Island Point and Hondeklipbaai,
showing that these sites were dispersal endpoints for those birds.
Five birds re-sighted between 2000 and 2003 at Namibian roosts
were re-sighted at Brand se Baai, Olifants River and Malkopbaai
roosts in 2004 and 2005, suggesting that these are also stopover
sites for birds travelling south.
These results indicate that a single roost site marks an area used by
some immature oystercatchers as a northward or southward stopover
site and by others as a dispersal endpoint. More importantly, they
show that there are a series of dispersal endpoints along the entire
South African west coast. The proximity of these multi-purpose
sites to the regions where most birds were banded (Saldanha
Bay islands and Dassen Island) may be relevant to energetics
considerations.
Furthermore, 50%–100% of banded birds seen at high-tide roosts
were observed foraging in the immediate vicinity of the roost
site at low tide at Elands Bay, Olifants River, Brand se Baai,
Malkopbaai, Island Point and McDougall’s Bay. This indicates
the function of the sites both as high-tide roosts and as low-tide
foraging areas.
Traditional sites
Regardless of their purpose, sites were assessed for their repeated
use by the species, particularly by immature birds, over multiple
years. Roost sites at Elands Bay, Olifants River, Brand se Baai,
Malkopbaai, Island Point, Hondeklipbaai and McDougall’s Bay
were used by oystercatchers in both 2004 and 2005. Local residents
had seen oystercatchers in these areas, plus Kleinsee, in previous
years, further confirming that they are traditional sites used year
TABLE 2
Consistency of re-sighting observations
with hypotheses (percentages in parentheses)
Hypothesis

No. (%)
consistent

No. (%)
maybe
consistent

No. (%)
inconsistent

Total

Year of
dispersal = 1

30 (21.6)

103 (74.1)

6 (4.3)

139 (100)

8 (25.0)

21 (65.6)

3 (9.4)

32 (100)

Year of
return =
3 or 4
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after year by the species. Individual birds may use multiple roosts,
however. Movement of banded birds has been recorded between
Malkopbaai and Island Point, between Swakopmund and Walvis
Bay, and between Walvis Bay and Sandwich Harbour.
Which birds travel farther?
This study demonstrated that immature oystercatchers can disperse
a range of distances along the southern African coastline; therefore,
it is more appropriate to consider distance travelled as a continuous
variable rather than developing distance categories. To determine
what triggered birds to travel different distances, distance travelled
(km) and dispersal endpoint (relative shoreline position) were
compared relative to body condition (the ratio of mass [g] to tarsal
length [mm] at the time of banding), relative hatch date within a
given year, hatch year, age, sex and region of origin.
Linear regression analyses showed no significant relationship
between maximum distance travelled (km) and body condition
(F1,98 = 0.06, P = 0.802) or relative hatch date (F1,99 = 0.16,
p = 0.690); or between dispersal endpoint and body condition
(F1,98 = 0.41, P = 0.523) or relative hatch date (F1,99 = 0.94,
P = 0.334). Nor is there any evidence that sex was a factor
determining maximum distance travelled: blood sample analysis
showed that three males and two females from South African natal
sites travelled to roosts in Namibia.
Furthermore, immature birds of different ages, hatched in different
years and from different origins exhibited low dispersal connectivity
and did not use different roosts but rather mixed along the dispersal
route. Birds of more than one age class were recorded at all roosts
visited, with the exception of Douglas Point and Hottentots Bay,
which were only visited on one occasion, and Koeberg, at which
no birds colour-banded through the OCP had ever been seen (N.
Parsons, pers. comm.). To avoid the same bird being counted twice
(i.e. if the same bird was at a roost site in two successive years),
hatch years of birds at each site were also compared. Birds hatched
in different years were observed to roost together.
Birds from more than one origin were seen at all roosts groundtruthed more than once (Fig. 1). Banded birds from all origins
were not seen at all ground-truthed roost sites. Birds from banding
regions “Y” and “O”, representing offshore islands, were seen
at 15 and 14 of 17 sites, respectively. This could be because
the banding effort is highest at these two areas (36% and 28%
of all banded birds, respectively). In order from northwest to
southeast: birds from region “B” were seen at 10 of 17 roost sites;
from region “R” at four of 17 sites; from region “G” at seven of
17 sites; from region “W” at two of 17 sites; and from region “K”
at one of 17 sites. This does not suggest a clear pattern regarding
bird origin and distance travelled; birds from six of seven origins,
including one from the easternmost banding region, were seen at
Walvis Bay/Swakopmund.
There were no significant differences between the observed
proportions of re-sighted birds of different origins (Table 1) at
confirmed endpoints (divided into four regions; Fig. 2), taking into
account the proportions of birds banded at each origin (Table 1;
Namibia: χ2 = 11.96, df = 1,7, P = 0.10; northwest South Africa:
χ2 = 2.63, df = 1,7, P = 0.92; southwest South Africa: χ2 = 3.00,
df = 1,7, p = 0.89; south coast South Africa: χ2 = 3.36, df = 1,7,
P = 0.85). In other words, the number of birds from western banding
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regions seen at different endpoints reflects the relative numbers
banded in each region. Given that a portion of birds breeding on the
south and east coasts are known to disperse eastward (Hockey et
al. 2003), these figures also suggest that a disproportionately high
number of south and east coast-bred birds travel west.
DISCUSSION
The results provide a more complete explanation of the dispersal
pattern of young African Black Oystercatchers, building on those of
Hockey et al. (2003). Our findings suggest that the dispersal pattern
is not dichotomous (movement to Namibia or Angola versus local
dispersal) as originally hypothesized (Hockey et al. 2003) for birds
breeding on the west coast of southern Africa. Instead, the pattern
is indicative of dispersal to a range of distances, from a few to more
than 2 000 km from natal sites, along the South African or Namibian
coasts. Most birds re-sighted thus far (65%) moved to endpoints in
Namibia north of Lüderitz, but some (11%) remained at endpoints
along the South African northwest coast (Figs. 1, 2). These numbers
may be skewed by the more intense re-sighting efforts in Namibia;
however, the results do not show a gradual decrease in numbers of
birds travelling to areas further north, highlighting the significance
of the Namibian endpoints.
These roost sites are traditional, with immature birds recorded
roosting there in two or more years. In the case of Walvis Bay, the
roost is known to have been used more than 100 years ago (Gurney
1872). A single site can be used by some individuals as a staging
site and by others as a dispersal endpoint. The sites are used by
birds on both departure from and return to natal sites. Furthermore,
the immediate vicinity of the roost sites serves as a foraging area
at low tide.
The results also suggest that the timing of the birds’ dispersal is
more complex than was originally hypothesized. Not all birds
depart in their first year, nor do all birds return to the vicinity of
their natal areas in their third or fourth year. The uncertainty and
data gaps in determining age at departure and return is a common
obstacle in capture-mark-recapture studies (Pollock et al. 1990,
Lebreton et al. 1992). With additional years’ data collection, this
dispersal pattern could be described in more detail.
Birds hatched in different years mixed at roost sites along the
dispersal route. Birds of different origins also mixed at roost sites
along the dispersal route, with numbers re-sighted proportional to
numbers banded in each region. Therefore, the loss or alteration
of any particular dispersal endpoint would not likely have any
more effect on one breeding population than on another. Dispersal
connectivity among African Black Oystercatchers is therefore
weak, a resilience strategy that could enable response to largescale climate and other environmental changes (Webster et al.
2002). Black Oystercatchers in British Columbia and Alaska also
demonstrate weak connectivity between breeding and non-breeding
sites (Johnson et al. 2010).
There was no indication why certain birds travelled further than
others. Body condition, relative hatch date and sex did not differ
significantly for immature African Black Oystercatchers dispersing
different distances. This begs the question of whether travelling
distance in immature African Black Oystercatchers is inherited:
some siblings have been recorded at the same endpoint, even as far
north as central Namibia.

The oystercatchers’ dispersal pattern may reflect existing
ecological conditions, including intra-specific competition related
to population density and changes in food availability. Its similarity
to the movements of other oystercatchers provides some insight.
Migration among oystercatcher species is rare. Only two
oystercatchers worldwide, the Eurasian Oystercatcher H. ostralegus
and the Black Oystercatcher H. bachmani, are significantly
migratory, in response to cold winters (Andres & Falxa 1995,
Hulscher et al. 1996). Mesic climatic conditions allow adult African
Black Oystercatchers to remain in their breeding areas throughout
the year. Black Oystercatchers may also undergo natal dispersal
(Johnson et al. 2010).
The behaviour of many immature African Black Oystercatchers
of remaining at a “wintering” site or dispersal endpoint for a few
years prior to returning to their natal/breeding area is similar to
the pattern shown by the Eurasian Oystercatcher. Reasons for
this behaviour include the lack of advantage for young birds to
migrate long distances back to the breeding region before they
reach sexual maturity, and the opportunity provided on the nonbreeding grounds to forage without adult competition (Ericksson
1987). Oystercatchers and other waders require some time to
develop efficient foraging skills; therefore, they can forage more
successfully in their inefficient years if they do not need to compete
with more proficient adults (Cadman 1980, Goss-Custard & Dit
Durell 1987, Hulscher et al. 1996, Hockey et al. 1998, Leseberg
2001). Furthermore, because oystercatchers have deferred sexual
maturity (Hockey 1996a), if they are not experiencing energy
stress on their non-breeding grounds (Leseberg 2001), there
may be no benefit to them in returning to their breeding grounds
before reaching breeding age. It is not known how a juvenile
Eurasian Oystercatcher chooses a destination, although it has been
hypothesized to be an inherited trait (Hulscher et al. 1996).
Spreading or expansion of resident bird populations usually occurs
because of an increase in population size; increased densities may
lead to increased competition, pushing juveniles to distant areas
to avoid this competition (Rappole 1995). In the early 1980s, the
world population of H. moquini was about 4 800 birds. Since then,
numbers have increased to ca 6 700 birds (OCP unpublished data),
with concomitant increase in the densities of territorial adults
around the coast. Although the roost of immature oystercatchers at
Walvis Bay has existed since the 19th century (Gurney 1872), the
number of birds that disperse further distances may be increasing as
the species’ population increases. It is unknown, however, whether
the current increase represents a return to previous levels or a new
expansion of the population, as the population’s trajectory prior to
the 1980s is unknown. Population genetics research is currently
planned by the OCP.
Our results show a proportionally higher number of re-sighted
birds at dispersal endpoints in Namibia, compared with endpoints
closer to their natal sites. Choice of dispersal endpoint is therefore
not driven by minimizing energy expenditure. Non-breeding
distributions of other oystercatcher species are predicted by
variation in prey availability (Goss-Custard et al. 1996, Johnson
et al. 2010). Increased frequency of dispersal of H. moquini
to further distances is similarly predicted to be correlated with
increases in prey availability; for example, increased abundance of
the alien mussel Mytilus galloprovincialis. Increases of such alien
species have led to increased overall intertidal mussel abundance
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and biomass along the South African and Namibian coasts
(Branch & Steffani 2004; Robinson et al. 2005; E. Wieters, pers.
comm.). Increased food availability may be leading to increased
breeding success (Hockey & van Erkom Schurink 1992), followed
by higher density, forcing young birds to disperse further to avoid
competition with adults.
CONCLUSIONS
Sites along the entire west coast of South Africa, and presumably
Namibia, are traditionally used by young African Black
Oystercatchers as both dispersal stopover sites and dispersal
endpoints. Birds leave their natal areas while they are immature,
but not necessarily juvenile. Access to sites outside of the species’
primary breeding areas, and therefore away from competition with
adults for space and food, provides an advantage to immature
oystercatchers, which are inefficient feeders. These findings
emphasize the importance of these sites to oystercatcher life cycles,
although no individual breeding population appears to be dependent
on a single site.
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