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Foreword

My first waterbird counts were in the Tagus estuary, Portugal in 1977. We were 6 or 7 enthusiastic
young lads led by an English ornithologist. | was 18 years old and like the rest of us | didn’t believe
counting flocks of waders was possible! In those times the annual winter bird counts were organ-
ised by the International Waterfowl Research Bureau (IWRB).

Few of the members of this pre-historic counting team followed an ornithological career but
they're all fond of birds and they all plead for the cause of conservation. Bird counts were a key
factor to reset modern ornithology in Portugal. Tony Prater came back the year after to carry on
counts and train a local team of youngsters in wader counting and research. Setting up a national
ringing scheme just followed under the auspices of the Ministry of the Environment, and the first
breeding bird atlas was published in 1989. A few years later a private society for the conservation
of birds emerged and became the national representative of Birdlife International in Portugal
(SPEA - Sociedade Portuguesa para o Estudo das Aves).

The organisation of bird counts will improve public awareness and care for birds and biodiversity
in general. However, knowing bird numbers is also important to evaluate population trends and
improve knowledge on the phenology of bird migration. Waterbird censuses are valuable to iden-
tify key stop-over sites during migration and wintering hot spots. The number of birds visiting a
wetland is a good indicator to assert its ecological importance, and International classification
criteria are often based on that measure. Without having detailed information on bird humbers at
a site it will never be eligible for the Ramsar convention for instance.

Nevertheless, the usefulness and consistency of the results obtained doing bird census depends
on the level of expertise of the observers and the respect of methodologies well established inter-
nationally. We are dealing with estimates but the accuracy of the counts is important to support
reliable decision making, concerning bird populations and site management at local and global
levels all along the flyways.

We all agree that, without good basic training, material and perseverance, bird monitoring will be
less effective. Marathon runners cannot win without training regularly and good training shoes.
Likewise training, telescopes, binoculars and bird-guides are needed to keep counters in shape.
Last weekend | was on the beach observing migrant spoonbills heading north along the shore line
close to Nouakchott, Mauritania and when | saw the groups coming my first instinct was to count
them! I'm no longer a bird counter like | used to be but | keep binoculars at close range to keep in
shape and to be sure not to induce in error the ones trusting my counts.

The present manual is especially dedicated to bird count coordinators and field ornithologists
operating along the western seaboard of Africa. It provides useful and comprehensive informa-
tion, sensible enough to ease the establishment of monitoring strategies and bird count networks.
It will help newcomers understanding what waterbird counts are all about, and why they are
important. Its scope goes far beyond a simple bird count manual and | am sure it will represent an
important contribution to further establish effective waterbird monitoring in the region. Enjoy it
and keep counting!

Antonio Araujo
Manager, West Africa Programme, MAVA Foundation
Member of the advisory board of the Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative
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Summary

The wetlands of the Atlantic coast of Western Africa are of utmost importance for waterbird popula-
tions, other biodiversity and people alike. For proper policy and management of these resources
monitoring is an important tool. It helps in providing an early warning of negative developments and
provides evaluation of taken measurements. Countries in the region require monitoring data as the
basis of site management decisions, national conservation strategies and international obligations.
This document provides both a strategy on the collection of monitoring data, concentrating on num-
bers of waterbirds and the environmental conditions of their sites, and provides a practical manual
showing how to carry out this monitoring, both for coordinators and fieldworkers.

Waterbirds are relatively easy to quantify and they are sensitive to the quality of their environment.
This makes them important indicators of the ecological quality of the sites they use.

This document is developed in the framework of the Conservation of Migratory Birds project and
the Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative. A cooperation between BirdLife International, Wetlands Interna-
tional, several organizations involved in the monitoring and conservation of the Wadden Sea and
stakeholders in Western Africa, both government and non-government. It results from a work-
shop in Dakar in June 2012 and builds on the methods of the International Waterbird Census and
the Important Bird Areas Programmes.

The monitoring strategy consists of:

m Counts of non breeding Waterbirds:

m at a selected sample of sites or sub-sites to provide the basis of population
trend analysis - every year in January;

m at as many sites as possible (‘Total Count’) to provide the basis of waterbird
population estimates - every six years as a minimum in January;

m in other months of the year to gain an understanding of seasonal variations and
importance in other months- in months with peak numbers, sometimes every month,
July as a priority if possible.

B Counts of breeding Waterbirds
m Complete survey of all colonies - every three - six years;
m Selected sample of sites - every year;

B Registration of environmental conditions, threats and conservation measures at sites
-during every visit.

The manual gives information for coordinators about how to make a site inventory, how to organ-
ize an observer network, how to organize the field work, what to provide to observers including
maps with boundaries of sites and counting units, how to compile the data and use them for
national purposes and submit them for international use. It gives information for field observers
on how to count waterbirds, which equipment to use and how to submit the data. For the moni-
toring of environmental conditions, threats and conservation measures detailed guidelines are
given on how to score these following IBA guidelines.

It is hoped that this strategy and manual will help in the further conservation and sustainable use
of the coastal wetlands of Western Africa. For this, cooperation along the whole flyway and within
the region will be important. Success will be dependent on funds becoming available from within
and outside the region enabling training of field workers and the carrying out of the necessary
monitoring activities and analyses of the data.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and aims of this
document

Background

B The wetlands of the coastal zone of Western
Africa are among the world’s natural won-
ders and are of utmost importance for
waterbird populations, other biodiversity
and human beings alike. Countries in the
region require monitoring data about these
sites as the basis of site management deci-
sions, national conservation strategies and
international obligations.

M BirdLife International’s Important Bird and
Biodiversity Areas (IBA) programme (Fish-
pool & Evans 2001) collect monitoring data
on the state of bird populations and environ-
mental conditions and pressures at site level.
In principal this programme can provide a lot
of the monitoring information required but it
is in need of consolidation and expansion in
the region.

Great White Pelicans, Pink-backed Pelicans and Gull-billed Terns.

B The International Waterbird Census (IWC)
programme as coordinated by Wetlands
International (Delany et al. 1999) collect
monitoring data on waterbirds during simul-
taneous counts at many sites and countries
during especially January when many north-
ern migrants are present. Also this pro-
gramme needs expansion and improvement
in the region, although good information
has been collected in the past already (for
instance Diagana & Dodman 2006, 2007,
Altenburg et al. 1982, Triplet & Yesou 1998,
Schepers et al. 1998, Trolliet & Fouget 2004,
van der Winden et al. 2007, Zwarts 1988).

B The Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative (WSFI) aims,
among others, to promote and enhance Inte-
grated monitoring along the whole coastal
East Atlantic Flyway for especially migratory
populations (van Roomen et al. 2013). This
initiative seeks to address priority gaps in
monitoring. The Atlantic coast of Africa is
such a gap within the East Atlantic Flyway.

1IN2J3UO dABQ OLOHd
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B The Conservation of Migratory Birds (CMB)
project aims for local partner development
and strong government - non-government
cooperation in West African countries for
the benefit for better conservation of migra-
tory birds. Improving monitoring is one of
the tools towards this aim.

Aims & objectives

B The purpose of this monitoring strategy and
manual is to improve the level of information
for conservation and management through
intensified, expanded and harmonized moni-
toring of waterbird species and their sites
using IBA and IWC methodology.

B The IWC Programme will provide data on
waterbird numbers, distribution and popula-
tion trends at different spatial scales.

® The IBA Programme will provide data on the
state of wetland sites (in addition to bird
numbers, also the state of the habitat itself),
the pressures which threaten them, and data
on conservation responses taken at the sites.

B Through continuing monitoring by IWC and
IBA methodologies, priorities for manage-
ment and conservation actions can be
decided and the effectiveness of measures
taken can be assessed. This monitoring will
provide a basis for more effective manage-
ment and conservation of the waterbirds and
wetlands of the Atlantic coast of Africa.

B By using these data, together with data from
other sites along the East Atlantic Flyway in
Europe, information can be summarized at
different spatial scales and the conservation
status of waterbirds at flyway level can be
assessed.

1.2 How to use this document

B This document is aimed for coordinators and
field workers (or aspirant coordinators and
fieldworkers) involved in waterbird and site
monitoring in the region.

B After a short assessment of the state of mon-
itoring in the region (chapter 2), most atten-
tion is given to the future strategy for
waterbird and site monitoring (chapter 3)
and the manual how to carry out this moni-
toring (chapter 4).

1.3 Definitions used in this
document

Atlantic coast of Africa

All countries from Africa bordering the Atlantic
Ocean from Morocco to South Africa. They are
part of the East Atlantic Flyway.

Coastal zone

This includes in principal sites under tidal influ-
ence or within 30 km of the coasts. Sites fur-
ther from the sea that are part of wetland
complexes affected by tidal processes will also
be included.

Site

Sites are biologically different in character or
habitat from the surrounding land (or deeper
open sea) and provides all the requirements of
the birds during the time they are present. For
many wetlands this definition is easy as a wet-
land often stands out against the surrounding
habitat. However when the wetland habitat is
very large and continuous it becomes much
more difficult to define separate sites. In that
case arbitrary decisions need sometimes to be
made. It is best to follow the boundaries of
already protected or potentially protected
sites (including their buffer zones) as Ramsar
sites, National Parks and Important Bird Areas.
Where such protected sites do not exist or are
overlooked or are not defined yet it is best to
use logical geographical units (often also cor-
responding with (local) geographical names).

Counting unit

Sites are often subdivided in counting units to
organize the counting of the site in a well
organized way and to describe distribution of
waterbirds within a site. It enables to organize
the count among different observers to per-
form the count in a simultaneous way. A
counting unit is a part of the total site which
can be counted more or less completely by
one or a small group of observers in 2-4 hours.

Sub-site or monitoring site

Large sites are often to big to count annually
for monitoring purposes. In that case it is best
to select a logical part of a site for this annual
monitoring. It could be one counting unit or a
combination of counting units. It is important
that the birds in this sub-site/monitoring site
act more or less separately from other (groups)
of birds at other parts of the site and that the
sub-site/monitoring site gives a good sample
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of the species and the numbers occurring at
the total site.

Non-breeding waterbirds

This term refers to waterbirds outside the
breeding phase of their life-cycle. It includes
intra-African migrant and non-migratory
waterbird species as well as those which breed
in the arctic, boreal, temperate and Mediterra-
nean regions and migrate to Africa after the
breeding season each year, returning north to
breed the following year. This strategy and
manual focusses especially on species which
congregate at specific wetland sites in the
non-breeding season.

Breeding waterbirds

Wetland sites are also important for breeding
waterbirds. Especially species which congre-
gate to breed in colonies offer good possibili-
ties for monitoring and represent important
wetland values. In the Atlantic zone of Africa
the following families include species with a
tendency to breed colonially: Pelicans, Cor-
morants, Herons, Egrets, Storks, Ibises, Spoon-

Figure 1. The region covered by the Strategy
showing (A) the East Atlantic flyway and (B) the
countries in Africa bordering the Atlantic ocean

A. East Atlantic Flyway, shown in blue

bills, Flamingos, Gulls and Terns. Also certain
seabird families (Petrels, Tropicbirds, Boobies
and Frigatebirds) breed in colonies in the West
African coastal zone and should be included in
the monitoring. This strategy and manual gives
some information on the monitoring of breed-
ing birds, but mostly it will point to other pub-
lications were it is treated more extensively.

Environmental conditions

Environmental conditions are defined as (a)
the (a)biotic characteristics of sites, (b) the
environmental and/or anthropogenic pres-
sures on sites and (c) the conservation meas-
ures at sites. By following these conditions
over the years monitoring of these conditions
becomes possible.

Cape Verde

Cameroon
I

Equatorj
Sao Tome and Princip@

B. Western half of Africa with the countries bordering
the Atlantic Ocean
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2. State of Monitoring

in the region

2.1 Why monitoring

2.1.1 National policies and international
obligations

m Coordinated monitoring of wetland sites
and waterbirds at national level contributes
strongly to effective national level conserva-
tion and protection measures and nature
conservation legislation. This contributes to
National Biodiversity Strategies and Action
Plans that follow from them.

B A synthesis of results from all sites will
underpin national site conservation priori-
ties and policies and will allow the effective-
ness of such policies to be measured.

B All countries that sign up to the Multilateral
Environmental Agreements and other forms
of international cooperation (see table 1)
such as the Abidjan Convention (focussing
on the Atlantic coast of Africa), Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD), Ramsar Con-
vention on Wetlands, and the African Eura-
sian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA )
embrace, internationally agreed standards
for biodiversity management in their coun-
tries. The implementation of many resolu-
tions and action plans included in these
instruments calls for proper national-level
monitoring. National reports, mostly at a
three-yearly intervals, need to be prepared,
giving data on the status of biodiversity and
level of protection of sites.

B One of the important criteria for the selec-
tion of key sites of national and international
levels of significance is the so called 1%
threshold developed under the Ramsar con-
vention. This represents 1% of the estimated
population size of a particular flyway or bio-
geographic population. These population
sizes can only be estimated accurately and
updated after coordinated and simultaneous

counts of as many as possible of the sites
used by a particular species and population
at a given season.

B At the international level, information on

total population sizes and trends are very
important for assessment of conservation
priorities globally, including the African-Eur-
asian region. They are used in the [IUCN Red
List of Threatened Species, in the Wetlands
International Conservation status report for
AEWA, and in the Waterbird Population Esti-
mates report for the Ramsar Convention.
Within AEWA, the number of populations for
which good quality data are available to
allow accurate assessment of conservation
status is still small.

Greater Flamingo. Large numbers occur at
West African coastal wetlands.

ulqoy an)g / 4313}y PIOUIY OLOHd
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Table 1. Ratification (Y=yes, N=no) by countries included in this Strategy of the Convention on Biological
Diversity, African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA), the Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar) and
the Abidjan Convention (situation December 2014). Countries listed from North to South along the flyway.

N
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trend in numbers of international popula-
tions of each species. It gives information on
the overall conservation status of popula-
tions across all the sites they use. By com-
paring population trends at the site or
national level with these international level
trends, assessment of how the conservation
status of all the species at a site, or all the
sites in a country, are doing in comparison

monitoring schemes can be found in table 2.
Despite differences between countries, con-
siderable efforts have already been made.
For the IBA programme, monitoring is cur-
rently only carried out in countries with a
national BirdLife partner organisation.

A number of the important sites in the region
have been visited by expeditions from

Morocco with the international trend becomes possi- Europe in cooperation with local partners.
Mauritania ble. Information on bigger increases or Counts of non-breeding birds derived in this
Senegal decreases at site level in comparison with way give important information on total

the international trend can provide better numbers but are not carried on a regular
Cape Verde insight into the possible causes behind these basis and different key sites have not been
The Gambia trends. These international trends can only counted in the same years, which make the

Guinea-Bissau
Guinea

Sierra Leone

be estimated by repeated counts at a repre-
sentative selection of sites across their
range.

Data on waterbird numbers and trends can

interpretation of results more difficult.

Over the years, sometimes different site
definitions have been used and uncertainty
exists about the completeness of counts.

Liberia also be used as indicators, both related to This makes assessment of numbers in
Ivory Coast abiotic and biotic factors or factors related to important sites and comparison of numbers
human use. As such, waterbird monitoring is over the years (monitoring) difficult.

(L) a very cost effective way to follow develop-

Togo ments of many other different factors related B For most breeding birds no long term moni-

Benin to management and conservation. toring is carried out in the region yet. How-
ever for several colony breeding species in

Nigeria West Africa, data of important sites have

Cameroun 2.2 Current state of monitoring in been summarized and more and more

Equatorial Guinea

Sdo Tomé and Principe
Gabon

Congo

DR Congo

Angola

Namibia

< < < < < <X < < < < < < < < < < < < =< < =< =< =<

South Africa

2.1.2 Site-level conservation and
management

m Effective site management requires moni-
toring of the important biodiversity present,
of possible threats to the conservation status
of the site and its species, and of conserva-
tion and management measures under-
taken.

< Z Z Z < < Z < Z < < < < =< Z zZ < < =<2 < < =<
< < Z < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < =< < =< =<
< Z Z < < < Z Z < < < < < < < < < < =< zZ =< <

in conservation status can be detected and
effectiveness of measures taken can be
assessed.

B This monitoring can be used as the basis

for adaptive management, which allows
management priorities to be decided and
appropriate conservation policies to be
established, according to the situation and
the need at a particular time.

the region

B The historical and current extent of the par-

ticipation of each country in the IWC and IBA

Doing fieldwork: counting birds.
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attention is given to simultaneous counts
and assessment of reproduction (Veen et al.
2007).

Mixed group of waders and herons on emerging
mudflat.
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B By monitoring, (meaning repeated, stand-

ardised measurements over time), changes B An important tool for site managers is the
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Table 2. Duration and level of participation of countries of the Atlantic coast of Africa in the IWC and IBA
monitoring programmes (situation December 2014). Number of IBAs refers to coastal wetland sites only.
Countries listed from North to South along the flyway.

First IWC Most recent | No.ofyears | No. of IBAs Participating
countsin IWC counts in| IWC data (Fishpool & inIBA
database Database Evans 2001) | monitoring
Morocco 1968 2013 55 20 Yes
Mauritania 1972 2014 29 5 No
Senegal 1958 2014 44 14 No
Cape Verde 2006 2006 1 1 No
The Gambia 1998 2014 8 5 No
Guinea-Bissau 1987 2014 7 7 No
Guinea 1999 2014 11 5 No
Sierra Leone 1992 2014 13 2 Yes
Liberia 2005 2014 2 1 Yes
Ivory Coast 1991 2014 15 1 No
Ghana 1996 2014 10 6 No
Togo 1999 2014 8 0 -
Benin 1996 2014 13 2 No H
Nigeria 1999 2014 8 1 Yes ?U’
Cameroon 1984 2014 20 0 - g
Equatorial Guinea - - 0 1 No \ ? ! g
Sédo Tomé and Principe = = 0 1 Yes White-faced Whistling-ducks, common in the freshwater wetlands and rice fields.
Gabon 1992 2014 10 3 No
Congo 1997 2014 5 0 -
DR Congo 2001 2014 6 0 - of data and the usage of this data for national a kick start for a monitoring project of col-
Anges 1999 2014 5 5 No policy and management. ony breeders in the region.
Namibia 1976 2014 32 1 Yes 2.4 Conclusions apd B An improvement in the frequency and rigour
South Africa 1992 2013 5> 14 Yes recommendations of work under these existing programmes,

achievable through a programme of capac-

B The IBA and IWC programmes provide an ity development and international coopera-

2.3 Current state of capacity in
the region

m Over the years a growing capacity in capabil-
ities for monitoring is present in the region.
In most countries National coordinators are
present working with skilled field workers to
carry out counts. Besides governmental
institutions, more and more NGO's are
involved as well.

m On the other hand, resources are scarce and

number of skilled field workers are often not
more than five-ten per country working with
relatively few equipment. Also turn-over in
persons is relatively high making long-term
improvements more difficult and continued
training important.

B In general, more capacity is needed in the

set-up of monitoring programmes, storage

excellent framework for monitoring wet-
lands in the Western African coastal zone.
However their implementation to date has
been insufficiently regular and complete.

B The monitoring of breeding birds is in its

early stage but activities through the Alcyon
Project, coordinated by BirdLife Interna-
tional and MAVA funded, on seabirds of the
West African coastal zone, including survey
of colonies of terns and gulls, could provide

tion, will allow much improved monitoring
as a basis for conservation and management
activities at local, national and international
levels.

Detailed communication and finance strate-
gies are needed to ensure that monitoring
can be extended and continued into the
future as contributions to the continued
management and conservation of West Afri-
can coastal wetlands and its species.
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3. The monitoring strategy

3.1 Cooperation between existing

programmes

The waterbird monitoring strategy derives
from existing projects and programmes in
the region and will add value to their outputs.

Development of the internationally coordi-
nated, but nationally focussed IWC and IBA
programmes, as coordinated by Wetlands
International en BirdLife International, will
provide a solid information base for the
management and conservation of wetlands
and waterbirds at national level, while con-
tributing to the international obligations of
each country.

The implementation of the monitoring strat-
egy will depend on strong commitment by
both government and non-governmental
organizations in the region and good collab-
oration between them.

The implementation of the monitoring strat-
egy will also be carried out in cooperation
with the Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative, Afri-
can Initiative as coordinated by AEWA and
other appropriate projects and programmes.

The timing of monitoring activities will be
harmonized with the need for monitoring
data on site, national and international level
to enable the best use of this knowledge.
See table 3 for an overview of international
reporting cycles. It needs to be realized that
the field work to be used for such reporting
should be finished much earlier to allow for
database storage, analyses and technical
reporting of the field data. It is advised that
periodic assessments of the results of the
monitoring will be ready to be used together
for both the Ramsar Convention and AEWA
Agreement.

Table 3. Long-term timeline of output including waterbird monitoring data for international conservation
initiatives. WPE is the global Waterbird Population Estimates in the framework of the Ramsar convention,
CSR is the Conservation Status report of waterbirds in the 