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​​1. Introduction: Why Birding as a hobby?
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According to a 2016 United States of America Fish and Wildlife Service study, 45 million Unites States citizens are identified as birdwatchers or birders and contribute $80 billion annually to the US economy. That is 15% of the USA population! 
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Why is birdwatching or birding one of the most popular pastimes for young and old worldwide?

––––––––
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Eleven facts

• Birding can be done everywhere - right in your backyard, on the sidewalk, in parks, at school, on the beaches, in the the mountains. Birds are everywhere, except for, perhaps, in the central desserts and at the polor ice caps. 

• Birding can be done by day or night as most birds are active during day and many during the night 

• Birding is an all year round pastime - and some bird species’ plumage even do change with the seasons.

• Birding is a social experience - the whole family can participate, and new friends are made.

• Birding is a pastime for the old and the young alike, and a lifelong relationship with nature. There are no age restrictions.

• Birding is relatively cheap. You basically need two tools to become a birdwatcher - a good book and a pair of binoculars.

• Birding takes you right into nature and the environment for relaxation and enjoyment - it can even take you to far away, exotic places and foreign countries

• Birding offers you opportunities to specialize in certain fields such as raptors, nests, bird’s eggs, migration, photography, etc. 

• Birding does not bring you in competition with anybody - all your achievements are just for yourself according to your own schedules and goals that you may have set.

• Birding can even offer you a job. You can officially study birds and make a career out of it, such as a game warden, author, photographer, field guide, etc.

• Birding has many additional benefits: Free excercise and relaxation are included in the package at no extra cost

So why not start birding right away - today!\2. A Birder’s Ethical Code

As you enter the realm of nature and the world of birds, there are some important rules that you as an intruder in that holy domain need to know beforehand and observe. Adhering to the ethical code of birders during all your birding engagements is very important and a lifelong comittment. 

.
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2. A Birder’s Ethical Code 
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•  Move around silently, slowly and unobtrusively.

•  Wildlife including birds have right of way.

•  Never disturb or scare a bird, especially where they eat and drink and never shoot birds.

•  Stay a suitable distance away from birds and use your binoculatrs to view them. If you come too close to birds, they will in any event feel unsafe and flee. 

•  Do not collect bird specimens, bird eggs or live nests.

•  Do not entice or annoy birds by playing bird calls or sounds. They may abandon their nests or leave their territories.

•  Do not intervene in nature. Do not save birds from snakes, or bird eggs from lizards. 

•  Do not make birds totally dependent on the food that you give them.

•  Do not keep wild birds in cages.

•  Take injured or stressed birds, such as birds in oil spills, to animal shelters or associations or the vet.

•  Leave nature in a pristine and clean state when you depart.

•  If you are the leader of a group, set the rules and standards beforehand and ensure that your group members stick to it.

•  Report misconduct to the relevant authorities if you experience it - you owe it to the birds as they cannot complain themselves. 

•  Take good care of birding facilities such as hides, route markers etc. in order that other birders can also be guided by it and enjoy them. 

•  Only tick off birds that you have encountered in the wild or in a natural state . Birds seen in zoo’z, bird parks and even museums do not count.

[image: People flying kites in a field

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

A group of dedicated birders wait patienly for a

Snow Owl (blue circle) to wake up while they show their

respect to the bird by keeping a

substantial distance away.
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The rules for birwatchers are non-negotiable. In fact, most of them are included in some form or another in USA Federal or State legislation. 

For a number of activities permits from the regulating authority would also be required for birdwatching activities. That would for example be to enter certain areas, including nesting or specially protected areas, to collect specimens, eggs or nests, etc.
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3. How to begin Birdwatching
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Simply go out into the garden, onto the sidewalk, to the nearest park or to the school grounds and count the number of birds that you can see.

Some birds prefer living on the ground, others will mostly live in trees and shrubery but will visit the ground to pick up food or to drink, still other birds will seemingly live in the air and catch their prey in flight. You have to look everywhere.
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Birds are everywhere and easy to find!

This is what to do

Look for movement, either of the bird itself, or for leaves or grass and plants disturbed by it

Listen for sounds such as birds calling or leaves or twigs rustling or breaking. You can also actually hear some bird’s wing beats when they are flying.

Look for evidence of the presence of birds in the area - droppings, nests, scrape marks in the soil, half eaten fruit or grain, etc.

Birds mostly frequent four habitats, bush, open fields, water and the sky. In the bush you will have to move around slowly and search the bushes and trees, and especially the tops of trees, for bird movement or activity such as nests. In the field you will move along even more slowly and if possible under cover. You have to scritunise the low bushes and the ground to trace birds, or evidence such as scrapings or nests on the ground. 
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Is this a bird’s nest down here?

––––––––
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Water birds at dams, rivers, marshes and beaches can best be seen by sitting still, preferably in a hide, and waiting for the birds to make their appearance. And you must remember to scrutinize the sky from time to time for the birds like swallows, swifts, raptors and vultures that occupy that space in nature.

Give yourself a pat on the shoulder for the number of birds, or evidence of the presence of birds, that you have seen on your early encounters! Do not worry too much about identification. Just enjoy watching birds.
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​4. The Origen of Birds
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Birds evolved from the theropod dinosaurs during the Jurassic period (about 165–150 million years ago) and evolved into a large number of different species all over the world over tens of millions of years of evolution
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Fossil of Archaeopteryx, literally meaning “old wing”, from Germany. This bird is regarded as one of the first or original birds, about 150 million years old.  
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Today there are about 18 000 different bird species across the world. What then is a species?
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