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Off-road vehicles (ORVs) were first identified as a threat to breeding shorebirds along the South African
coastline in the mid-1970s. The use of ORVs on South Africa’s beaches was banned from 21 December 2001.
The impact of this ban on five species which breed on the coastline, two waders, two terns and a cormorant,
was evaluated at two localities, one on the west coast of the Western Cape and one on the south coast, in the
first breeding season following the ban. The changes were measured as increases in numbers of birds, increases
in numbers of breeding pairs, and/or increased breeding productivity. Each of the five species reacted positively
to the ban. The results provide a strong case for continuing the ban on ORVs from driving on South African

beaches.

INTRODUCTION

Off-road vehicles (ORVs) were first recognized as a threat to
breeding waders along the South African coastline by Sum-
mers & Cooper (1977) who discussed the negative impact of
“the recent proliferation of off-road vehicles”. Two wader
species breed almost exclusively just above high-tide level in
this region. The African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus
mogquini, is classified as “near threatened” both globally and
regionally (BirdLife International 2000, Barnes 2000), and has
a global population estimated at 5,000-6,000 birds. The
White-fronted Plover Charadrius marginatus has a South
African population of ¢.13,000 birds (Summers et al. 1987).
Both these species breed during midsummer, during the period
of peak recreational usage of the South African shoreline.

By the 1990s, beaches totally churned up by ORYV tracks
were a common sight along the South African coastline, even
at isolated places (pers. obs). ORVs pose several threats to
birds breeding on beaches: vehicles drive over the nests or
chicks, destroying or killing them; churned up beaches are
unsuitable as breeding habitat; the occupants of the vehicles,
mostly recreational fishermen, cause disturbance to breeding
pairs by keeping them off their nests, frequently at sites that
would be otherwise be deserted because of distance from
beach access points (Jeffery 1987, Martin 1997, Adams et al.
1999, Leseberg et al. 2000). Besides waders, ORVs on the
shoreline impact colonies of cormorants, gulls and terns,
mainly as a result of disturbance of isolated sites.

The South African Minister of Environmental Affairs and
Tourism banned the use of ORVs from South Africa’s
beaches with effect from 21 December 2001. For most of the
species impacted by ORVs, this was during the middle of the
2001/02 breeding season.

The ban was prompted by a range of considerations. One
of them was the expectation that disturbance of birds breed-
ing along the shoreline would be reduced, and consequently
they would increase in numbers and experience greater
breeding productivity than previously.
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We provide initial results on the apparent effect of the ban
in summer 2002/03, the first full breeding season after it was
introduced. We examine changes, before and after the ban,
in the numbers of waders and other shorebirds along two
sections of coast in the Western Cape, South Africa: one on
the west coast and one on the south coast.

LAMBERT'S BAY

Lambert’s Bay (32°05'S, 18°18'E) is a fishing and holiday
resort town along the west coast of the Western Cape (Fig. 1).
Immediately offshore of the town is Bird Island, an Impor-
tant Bird Area for breeding seabirds (Barnes 1998). Both to
the north and south of the town are long sandy beaches from
Deurspring in the north to Elandsbaai in the south, covering
39 km of shoreline. Most recreational activity (swimming,
picnicking, sunbathing, walking dogs, etc.) is focused on a
1 km beach adjacent to Lambert’s Bay. In the pre-ban period,
ORY activity extended onto both the northern and southern
beaches, mainly at weekends during summer. Peak ORV
activity occurred in the holiday periods around Christmas
and Easter (pers. obs.). ORVs enabled recreational angling
to extend along the entire shoreline. As a result of the fre-
quent passage of ORVs, the section of the beaches above the
high tide level was frequently substantially churned up by
ORYV tracks, both to the north and south of the town (pers.
obs.). This is the area in which African Black Oystercatch-
ers and White-fronted Plovers attempted to breed.
Shorebirds were counted along the coast near Lambert’s
Bay in Feburary 1981, prior to ORVs becoming ubiquitous,
in October 1997 when large numbers of ORVs were on these
beaches, and in October 2002, after the ban. The numbers of
African Black Oystercatchers along 39 km of beaches to the
north and south of Lambert’s Bay were 39, 12 and 42,
respectively. The decrease between 1981 and 1997 is attrib-
uted to the cumulative impact of reduced breeding produc-
tivity due to ORV disturbance. The rapid increase to 42 birds
within a year of the ban being implemented is likely to be due
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Fig. 1. Location map showing the two study sites: Lambert's Bay on the west coast
and Struisbaai on the south coast of the Western Cape, South Africa.

to immigration of young oystercatchers raised on offshore
islands, where populations are currently increasing rapidly
due mainly to reduced human disturbance in the past decade
(Barmes 2000, Calf & Underhill 2002). In 1997, there were
three breeding pairs of African Black Oystercatchers on this
39-km section of coastline north and south of Lambert’s Bay.
One year after the ban, there were eight pairs.

The number of White-fronted Plovers counted along the
9-km section north of Lambert’s Bay was 51 (5.7 birds/km)
in 1981, decreased to 24 (2.7 birds/km) during the ORV
period in 1997, and recovered to 52 (5.8 birds/km) in 2002.
There were also increases, after the ban was imposed, in
numbers of Crowned Plovers Vanellus coronatus, Black-
smith Plovers V. armatus, Sanderlings Calidris alba and
Common Terns Sterna hirundo present along the shore.

HEUNINGNES RIVER ESTUARY TO STRUISBAAI

The 20-km stretch of sandy shoreline between the Heuning-
nes River Estuary (34°43'S, 20°00'E) and Struisbaai, along
the south coast of the Western Cape (Fig. 1), is argnably the
most sensitive in South Africa in terms of the number of Red
Data Book species which breed there. The Heuningnes River
estuary, at the eastern end of the section, falls within the De
Mond Nature Reserve, a Ramsar site and an Important Bird
Area (Barnes 1998). Near the estuary is South Africa’s sec-
ond largest breeding colony of Damara Terns Sterna balae-
narum (11 pairs, 15% of the national population) and one of
the largest colonies of Caspian Terns Hydroprogne caspia
(35 pairs); along the beach are breeding pairs of African
Black Oystercatchers. The first of these species is classified
as “Vulnerable”, and the other two as “Near-threatened” in
the regional Red Data Book (Barnes 2000).

This beach was used extensively by ORVs for at least a
decade prior to the ban. An indication of the usage by local
residents alone was that 120 ORYV drivers attended a public
meeting in October 2002 to protest against the closure of the
beach to vehicles. An unassessed, but substantially larger,
number of visiting ORV drivers used the beach during week-
ends and in particular during the December—Janunary mid-
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summer holidays. This beach is particularly attractive to
fishermen because it benefits from the dispersion of line fish
from the adjacent De Hoop Marine Reserve, an 11-km
stretch of coastline in which no angling is permitted and
which acts as a source population for the fish caught by the
anglers (Bennett & Attwood 1991, Halpern 2003).

The conservation importance of the Damara Tern colony
led the Western Cape Nature Conservation Board to moni-
tor the number, distribution and breeding success of Damara
Terns, and to a lesser extent other birds, on this stretch of
beach from 1997 onwards.

During the 1997-2002 summer monitoring seasons, the
beach between Struisbaai and the Heuningnes River mouth
generally supported three pairs of African Black Oyster-
catchers and breeding success was poor. In the first post-ban
season five pairs established themselves along the Struisbaai
beach and two had already raised chicks to fledging by the
middle of January 2003; prior to the ban on ORVs, this
would have been a period of maximum disturbance.

The breeding success of Damara Tems was assessed over
a six year period along the beach between Struisbaai and the
mouth of the Heuningnes River. Surveys in the first five
years, 1977 to December 2001, were prior to the ban on
ORVs. The final survey was in the first post-ban summer.
The breeding population remained at 11 pairs throughout the
six years. During the pre-ban years some pairs raised their
chick to fledging before December but most pairs still had
an egg or small chick at the beginning of December. In South
Africa, December and early January are the main summer
holiday period. The beach favoured by the terns is a popu-
lar fishing area. Every holiday during the pre-ban years it was
heavily used by ORVs; many of the holiday drivers were
inexperienced and drove higher up the beach than local resi-
dents. This took them into the raised beach area where the
terns bred. Further, while the menfolk fished, attendant fami-
lies often roamed about the breeding area, increasing the
disturbance. Through the five pre-ban years most Damara
Tern egg or chick loss occurred during the holiday period.
After the holiday peak, Damara Tern pairs which had lost
eggs or chicks relaid and most fledged their chick in Febru-
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ary or March inclusive. In the first year after the ORV ban
all 11 pairs raised a chick to fledging before the end of Janu-
ary. This was the only year during the six year study period
in which this happened. The implication is that ORVs
directly, or indirectly through the actions of the people from
them, caused most of the egg and chick loss in December.
The breeding success in the first year after the ORV ban is
therefore thought to substantially be the result of the mas-
sively reduced degree of ORV disturbance on this beach,
especially during the critical midsummer holiday period.

Damara Terns migrate along the west coast of African to
spend the southern winter along the shoreline of countries in
the Gulf of Guinea, such as Liberia, Sierra Leone and Ghana
(Underhill et al. 1999). Chicks that fledge earliest have the
longest time to prepare for this migration and are therefore
likely to have a better chance of survival to adulthood.

In the summer seasons of 1997-2002, colonies of Caspian
Terns and White-breasted Cormorants Phalocrocorax carbo
bred between dunes east of the Heuningnes River estuary. In
the 2002/03 summer season, these colonies shifted, for the
first time on record, west of the Heuningnes River estuary to
an area where disturbance by ORVs had previously been
heavy. The absence of ORVs is the most likely explanation
of this abrupt change in breeding location. The cormorants
bred in larger numbers than in previous seasons and more
successfully. The cormorants and terns do not readily toler-
ate disturbance; successful breeding west of the estuary sug-
gests a major reduction in disturbance in the region.

DISCUSSION

These observations indicate that ORVs disturbed waders and
other shorebirds and caused them to move from preferred
sites to other, presumably in some ways less desirable, locali-
ties. The birds have quickly responded to the lifting of the
ORYV disturbance pressure and have moved back onto
beaches or rocky shores. The banning of ORVs has enabled
several shore breeding birds — and especially the “endan-
gered” Damara Tern, and the “near-threatened” African
Black Oystercatcher — to again breed successfully in beach
areas. Furthermore, in the case of the Damara Tern, it has
enabled them to breed successfully far earlier in the season
than in other monitored years.

These results needs to be tempered with the observation
that data for a single year after the ban do not provide con-
clusive evidence of the benefits of banning ORVs from the
coast because additional factors may have applied in this one
season. However, the changes observed are consistent and
substantial, and involve several species. They cannot read-
ily be attributed to any other cause. Taken together, they
provide strong circumstantial evidence that ORV disturbance
has a significant negative impact on coastal birds, especially
on coastal breeders. What is now needed is continuation of
the monitoring of these stretches of coast to determine
whether the increases continue over the next five or more
years, and at what level the populations stabilize. This
assumes that the ban is maintained. If the ban is lifted then
monitoring is needed to assess whether there is a reversal to
the situation that applied in the pre-ban period.

The information presented here provides a strong case for
continuing the ban on ORVs being driven on South African
beaches.
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