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Ever wondered what's
happening in those nests?
Rita Covas
(DST/NRF Centre of Excellence at the
Percy FitzPatrick Institute of African
Ornithology, University of Cape Town)

Sociable weavers are the classic examples
of cooperation and their impressive nests
never fail to fascinate visitors to the
Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. Otherwise
easily overlooked, the weavers are superbly
adapted to thrive in deserts by their complex
social system of colonial existence and
helping one another to make the best of their
resources.
Evolutionary biologists expect individuals
to behave in ways that will maximise the
chances of passing their genes to the next
generation. It is therefore unusual to observe
animals behaving in contradictory ways
in order to help others. Sociable weavers
commonly breed cooperatively, with
some mature birds forgoing independent
reproduction to assist others with their
breeding efforts. However, a bird may
promote copies of its genes by improving
the reproductive success of its kin. In
cooperatively breeding species, helpers are
often offspring of the breeders, suggesting
that kin selection (ie favouring of offspring)
should take place. But, in some species
there is no detectable effect of the presence
of helpers on reproduction, which presents

Sociable weavers build
communally what is
probably the largest nest
structure of any bird

Water troughs in the park are found
trampled and broken when eland get into it
looking tor more water.

Eland wreak havoc
Petro Kotze
Water provision in the Kgalagadi
Transfrontier Park (KTP) has taken a
beating with the unusual movement of
thousands of eland into the area from
neighbouring Botswana. Large herds started
moving into the South African side of
the park in June. Unlike the well-known
migrations that annually take place between
the Serengeti National Park and Masai Mara
Game Reserve in east Africa, this movement
only happens every few years, although it
cannot be forecast when.
"It is difficult to say exactly how many
eland moved into the southwest of the
park," says Micho Ferreira (SANParks
Section Ranger: Twee Rivieren, KTP).
During an aerial census in September 2012,
around 7 500 were counted in a 500-metre
strip transect. SANParks head of park
planning and development, Dr Mike Knight,
who has been the pilot for the aerial counts
for many years, says he has never observed
so many eland distributed in relatively small
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an unresolved paradox.
One possible explanation for the weak
effects of helpers on reproduction is that
breeders decrease their reproductive effort
when assisted by helpers.
In this way, the food provided by helpers
compensates for the decrease in parental
effort, resulting in similar reproductive
success in the presence or absence of
helpers. However, helper presence may still
be beneficial for breeders because it could
lead to improved survival by reducing the
work-load of the breeders while rearing
chicks.
One possible mechanism is that breeders
reduce their chick-feeding rates. In addition,
females may reduce egg size, but it is
unknown if this strategy is common.
After competing with Cape cobra and
boomslang over who gets the eggs first(!),
FitzPatrick Institute researchers, Matthieu
Paquet, Rita Covas and Claire Doutrelant
managed to study enough sociable weaver
eggs to test this hypothesis.
As expected, eggs laid by females in
groups, were indeed smaller than eggs laid
by females without helpers.
Subsequently, the helpers compensate
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Researchers investigating breeding activity at a sociable weaver nest.

for the smaller egg size with increased food
provisioning, with the result that there is no
difference in the size of chicks at fledging.
This strongly suggests that the presence of
helpers allows females to save energy.
Another extraordinary output of
cooperation is that sociable weavers build
communally what is probably the largest
nest structure of any bird.
Although the individual nest chambers
within each colony are built by the
individuals that roost and breed in them,
these colonial nets are built continuously
by the colony members. The communal
structure is therefore a 'common good'

shared by all members, and hence
susceptible to collapse under the "tragedy
of the commons". This may occur
because, although it is in the group's
interest that everyone cooperates to keep
the structure in good shape, it is in each
individual's interest to sit back and let the
others do the work.
Ben Hatchwell, of the University
of Sheffield, and Rene van Dijk are
investigating how the weavers avoid the
tragedy of the commons and keep their
nest structures for several decades.
They have found that the weavers'
communal nests buffer variation in
ambient temperature, and reduce
temperature variability within nest
chambers.
The extent of this buffering depends
on the position and depth of each
chamber within the whole structure.
This may create competition for access
to the best chambers, since older birds
tend to occupy the chambers with the
highest thermoregulatory benefits,
where breeding activity is also more
concentrated.
Further research will focus on
describing who builds more and ·
where; testing the assumption that nest
building is costly, and testing alternative
hypotheses for resolution of the tragedy
of the commons.
This will be achieved by determining
whether the level of investment made
by individuals in this cooperative task
is related to kinship with other colony
members, enforced by other colony
members, or a signal to other colony
members of individual quality.

so many eland distributed in relatively small
groups throughout the park.
The influx of animals has wreaked havoc
of the artificial water-supply systems.
"Under normal circumstances," says
Ferreira, "the park's solar pumps are capable
of supplying the demand of the game
by filling the reservoirs, tanks and water
troughs, but since the arrival of the eland the
solar pumps could simply not cope."
The eland brought a host of other
problems for the park. "All of a sudden
some of the troughs were found trampled
and broken, causing water to overflow into
the sand and reservoirs and tanks to run
dry," he adds. Ball-valve mechanisms were
damaged by eland climbing inside empty
troughs in an effort to get more water. "The
purpose of the reservoirs and tanks is to
have a source of water at night when the
solar pumps can no longer supply it. Several
troughs already had to be repaired with
cement. In order to do so, it had to be closed
for a couple of days to allow the cement to
dry before it could be re-opened."
The park has received numerous
complaints from tourists, but Ferreira
: stresses that the situation is not the fault of
staff or management. "During the day, while
tourists are moving around the Auob and
Nossob rivers, few eland are seen, but they
move into the riverbeds in the evenings and
empty the water supply in the waterholes."
Hundreds of camera trap photos have
captured this, showing full troughs at sunset,
eland drinking at night and later, empty
water troughs.
The last time a similar movement into the
South African side of the park took place
was in 2007.
According to reports from staff who
witnessed it, the animals then were thin and
probably looking for better food sources,
while this year most are in a fairly good
condition.
Knight says in his experience, they will
leave with the first sign of rain in Botswna
around the end of the year only to possibly
return in April to July if the rains are below
average.
Park manager, KTP South-African side,
Steven Smith says that they are "currently
in planning phase of how to deal with future
occurrence."

