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Between 1997 and 2005, the complex of wetlands at Walvis Bay, central Namibia, supported, on average,
156,000 waterbirds in summer (median of nine January surveys) and 82,000 waterbirds in winter (median of
eight July surveys). This site thus supports the largest number of waders of any wetland in southern Africa.
For 25 species (11 waders), maximum counts exceeded the 1% thresholds for the flyway populations; for 19
species the median counts exceeded this threshold. Eight wader species had median summer counts exceed-
ing 1000 birds: Curlew Sandpiper (31,000), Sanderling (8,800), Little Stint (5,800), Chestnut-banded Plover
(2,300, and a winter median of 5,500), White-fronted Plover (1,200 and 1,500 in winter), Pied Avocet (1,200
and 1,600 in winter), Ruddy Turnstone (1,100) and Grey Plover (1,100). Numbers of most species, with Red
Knot as exception, were larger than during a survey made in 1977. The wetland is a Ramsar site and an
Important Bird Area. Conservation issues include reduction of intertidal habitat, the juxtaposition with the town
of Walvis Bay which is Namibia’s main deep-water port, and siltation of the lagoon.

INTRODUCTION

Walvis Bay (22°59'S, 14°31'E) is a large embayment on the
central Namibian coastline. It was declared a Ramsar Wet-
land of International Importance by Namibia in 1995. The
timing of this was linked to the “Walvis Bay Enclave” being
transferred from South Africa to Namibia in 1994.

The first comprehensive survey of the waterbirds at
Walvis Bay was undertaken on 5 Jan 1977 (Underhill &
Whitelaw 1977). Since that date Walvis Bay’s significance
for birds has regularly been highlighted in a series of reports
and papers (e.g. Underhill & Whitelaw 1977, Whitelaw et al.
1978, Hockey & Bosman 1983, Williams 1987, 1988, 1997,
Simmons 1997). It was identified as one of Namibia’s
Important Bird Areas (Simmons et al. 1998). In spite of
being the focus of all this attention, the wetland has as yet no
formal status as a protected area.

The open desert landscape and the presence of predators,
mainly Black-backed Jackals Canis mesomelas and Kelp
Gulls Larus dominicanus, combine to limit opportunities for
ground-nesting birds to breed at Walvis Bay. This wetland
therefore serves mainly as a dry-season and drought refuge
for intra-African migrants and as a non-breeding area for
Palearctic migrants. The objective of this paper is to docu-
ment the magnitude of this role.

This paper evaluates the current status of the complex of
wetlands at Walvis Bay in relation to their significance for
waders (Charadrii) and other coastal birds, and is based on
bi-annual surveys conducted between 1997 and 2005. A
comparison is made with the 1977 survey, and the impor-
tance of Walvis Bay for waders is placed within the context
of coastal wetlands in Angola, Namibia and South Africa.

STUDY AREA

The coastal and marine environments of Namibia, as relevant
to this paper, are reviewed by Loutit (1991), Noli-Peard &
Williams (1991), Sakko (1998), Mendelsohn et al. (2002)
and Molley & Reinikainen (2003).

Walvis Bay is protected from the Atlantic Ocean by a nar-
row peninsula, terminating at Pelican Point, creating a large
sheltered inlet. In its pristine state, this wetland complex
would have consisted of a huge area of intertidal sand and
mud. On the east side of the bay is the town of Walvis Bay,
Namibia’s only deep-water port. The town has 50,000 inhab-
itants.

Walvis Bay lies at the estuary of the Kuiseb River, a linear
oasis which forms a sharp boundary between the Namib
Sand Sea to the south and the gravel plain desert to the north
(Huntley 1985). The source of the Kuiseb River lies in the
Khomas Hochland near Windhoek, and the catchment area
is 14,700 km2. Between 1837 and 1963 this ephemeral river
reached the sea 15 times (Stengel 1964), an average of once
in eight years, and only twice in the subsequent 40 years (in
1997 and 2000, two exceptionally wet years in the Namibian
interior (KW pers. obs)). Construction of many small dams
in the upper river catchment has steadily reduced the flow
and consequently the frequency with which the river reaches
the sea. The water supply for the town of Walvis Bay is
obtained from extraction wells in the aquifer below the bed
of the Kuiseb River.

The distance across the bay from Pelican Point to the port
of Walvis Bay is c.10 km; the total area of the Ramsar site
is c.9,000 ha; this excludes the deep waters of the bay and the
Pelican Point peninsula. The mean tidal range at the port of


