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INTRODUCTION

The 12-month period July 2004 to June 2005 was the fourth 
consecutive year of monitoring of African Black Oyster-
catchers Haematopus moquini on Robben Island, near Cape 
Town, South Africa. Monitoring commenced in the 2001/02 
breeding season (Calf & Underhill 2002a, b), and continued 
in the 2002/03 (Calf & Underhill 2003) and 2003/04 breed-
ing seasons (Calf & Underhill 2005b). Further information 
on Robben Island and its other shorebirds is available in 
Underhill et al. (2001).

The African Black Oystercatcher breeds along the southern 
African coast from southern KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, to 
southern Namibia; it is classified as “Near-threatened” both in 
South Africa and globally, with the 1% threshold for a site to 
be deemed “internationally important” for the species set at 
55 individuals (BirdLife International 2004, Brown & Hockey 
2007, Hockey et al. 2005, Underhill 2000, Wetlands Interna-
tional 2006). This species breeds in the austral summer on both 
rocky and sandy shores on the mainland, and on the offshore 
islands between Nelson Mandela Bay (formerly Algoa Bay) 
in the Eastern Cape, and Ichaboe Island, north of Lüderitz 
(Hockey et al. 2005, Underhill 2000). Adults are territorial and 
remain on their breeding territories almost continuously; they 
are long-lived, mate-faithful and have a naturally low repro-
ductive rate (less than one fledgling per pair per year) (Hockey 
et al. 2005). The key factor leading to the threat classification 
of this species is its low breeding productivity. Losses of eggs 
and chicks are attributable to a variety of causes: predation by 
birds, mammals and reptiles, human disturbance in a variety 
of forms, and exceptional tidal events (Calf 2004, Calf & 
Underhill 2005a, Hockey et al. 2005).

In general, breeding productivity of African Black Oyster
catchers on the offshore islands of the southern Africa is 
relatively high. This paper examines the poor productivity of 
the species on Robben Island in the 2004/05 breeding season. 
Tjørve & Underhill (2006) described the increasing trend in 
the size of the African Black Oystercatcher population on 
Robben Island over the three breeding seasons 2001/02 to 
2003/04. This paper describes how this increase was main-
tained, and the consequential development of a “club” of 
non-breeding adults.

METHODS

Fieldwork protocols established in earlier years were main-
tained (Calf & Underhill 2002a). All oystercatchers were 
counted during a 3–4 hour survey along the perimeter of the 
island, a distance of c.10 km. From earlier years it was known 
that egg-laying commences in early November; thus from the 
beginning of November fieldwork was expanded to include 
frequent searches for nests. Once a nest was located, it was 
numbered and marked, and its coordinates determined using 
a GPS unit; nests were monitored until either the eggs disap-
peared or they hatched. Hatchlings were monitored until they 
disappeared, presumably mainly due to predation, or they 
fledged. The target monitoring frequency was one visit in 4–5 
days; the shortest period between nest visits was 12 hours.

When nests were found, the eggs were measured (length 
and two breadth measurements (mm) taken at right angles 
to each other to 0.1 mm with dial calipers) and weighed (g) 
to 0.1 g on an electronic balance. Fresh egg mass (g) was 
estimated using the method of Underhill & Calf (2005): 
fresh mass = 0.000533 × length × breadth1 × breadth2. Thus 
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Although the breeding population of African Black Oystercatchers on Robben Island, South Africa, increased 
from 2001/02 to 2003/04 and past breeding productivity there has been good, nesting success in 2004/05 was 
disastrously low. Sixty-one pairs laid 120 eggs of which only 15% hatched; of the chicks only a third (six) 
resulted in fledged young. This equates to 0.01 fledglings per pair, much lower than the estimated 0.33 fledglings 
per pair needed to maintain stable populations. We consider whether this was due to predation by Feral Cats, 
Kelp Gulls or Mole Snakes or nests being washed out by the large waves arising from the Sumatra tsunami. 
We conclude that predation by Feral Cats, whose population increased from about six in 1999 to 100 in 2004, 
is the most likely cause. 


