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Birds of Ndere Island National Park, Lake
Victoria Kenya: A preliminary survey

P. Kariuki Ndang'ang’a, Charles N. Lange, Irene Madindou
and Anthony G. Kuria

Ndere is a remote island off Lake Victoria, Kenya. It was gazetted as a National
Park, under the Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) in 1986. Ndere Island National
Park (NINP) is one of the seven national parks and reserves that constitute
the western Kenya tourism circuit. The island’s flora and fauna had never
been explored in detail prior to this study, a factor that could limit targeted
conservation planning and tourism.

We surveyed NINP in October-November 2004 to provide baseline
scientific information on the flora and fauna of the island. In this paper we
specifically provide results on the ornithological aspects of the expedition.
In particular, baseline data on bird species occurrence, richness and relative
abundance within the island were collected.

Study Area

Ndere Island National Park (NINP) is a small island covering about 4.2 km?,
off the northern shore of the Winam Gulf of Lake Victoria. It is about 2 km
off Kamuga-Asembo shores and about 40 km west of Kisumu City. Overall,
NINP is undeveloped except for two campsites and a network of (walking)
trails.

Originally, Ndere Island was owned by the local Luo community living on
the nearby mainland. It was popular for farming and as a source of firewood,
thatching grass and other building materials for the community. Utilization
of the resources was always restricted in respect of the Luo’s cultural values
of the island. Since its designation as a National Park, the policy has been to
safeguard the island from use, destruction and degradation. Consequently,
the park has naturally regenerated to a beautiful island with wooded shoreline
and an open summit covered by tall grasses.

The island has four major habitat types for birds: (1) grasslands (tall, short,
burnt), (2) woodland (with some bush), (3) woodland-grassland (woodland
interspersed with some grassland patches), and (4) lake shoreline (island
edge).

Methods

Different methods were used to assess the birds in the four main habitat types
in the park. In the woodland, grassland and wooded grassland habitats, birds
were surveyed using Timed Species Counts (TSCs) (Bibby et al. 1998). Each
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TSC lasted for 40 minutes in which species were observed in four blocks
of ten minutes each. Only new species, not seen during the preceding time
intervals were recorded. It was assumed that common species were likely to
be encountered faster (hence report more sightings in the first or second 10-
minutes time intervals) than rarer ones (that were more likely to be reported
infrequently, and more so in the third or fourth time internals). This approach
allowed the ranking of species where species seen in the first 10 minutes were
given a rank of 4, and those in seen in the last ten minutes, a rank of 1. This
provided a reliable measure of species relative abundance. Observers walked
randomly around the habitat types, listing all species seen or heard within that
habitatregardless of how faraway they were. Species flying over were included
only if they were deemed to “use” that habitat; for instance, swallows feeding,
kites looking for food or raptors displaying within the habitat under survey.
Fourteen, eight and 12 TSCs were undertaken in the woodland, grassland and
wooded grassland habitats respectively. The relative abundance rank for each
species was calculated as the total rank scores for that species divided by the
number of TSCs ran in that habitat. All TSCs were done between 06:30 and
11:00 when birds were expected to be most active.

For the water birds one total count was done along the shoreline and water
edge of the island. Observers on a motorboat moved at a slow speed around
the entire island and counted the number of individuals of each water bird
species encountered along the shore.

In addition to species information obtained from the above methods,
observers spent time bird watching to come up with a comprehensive checklist
of the bird species of NINP. These were done casually to cover all the different
types of habitats. Additional techniques for recording difficult species were
used, e.g. play backs, listening for nocturnal species, and ad hoc mist-netting.
A comprehensive list of birds seen during the survey period was compiled.

Results and Discussion
Bird list and records

A total of 133 bird species were recorded from the island. Due to its diversity
of habitats, NINP is home to a relatively large number of bird species despite
its small size. Five species were new records or species for which only old
records (before 1970) were known for the Quarter-square-degree (QSD) 60b
(Lewis & Pomeroy 1989) in which the island falls (Appendix 1). An additional
three species (Pennant-winged Nightjar Macrodipteryx vexillarius, Leivallant’s
Cuckoo Oxylophus levaillantii and Eurasian Cuckoo Cuculus canorus) of national
interest (Ornithological Sub-committee 1996) were recorded.

Birds in the different habitat types

Different habitats showed distinct bird species compositions with the
Grey-backed Camaroptera Camaroptera brachyura and Blue-spotted Wood
Dove Turtur afer, White-throated Bee-eater Merops albicollis, Black-headed
Gonolek Laniarius erythrogaster and Pied Kingfisher Ceryle r. rudis being the
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most common species in the woodlands, grasslands, wooded-grassland and
shoreline habitats, respectively (Appendix 1).

Nine Forest generalists (F - birds that may occur in undisturbed forest
but are also regularly found in forest strips, edges and gaps) and 27 Forest
visitors (f - birds often recorded in forest, but are not dependent upon it
(Bennun et al. 1996) were recorded (Appendix 1). The presence of the forest
generalists is an indication of the presence of a secondary forest, especially
in the north-western part of the island where the woodlands tended to be
thicker, taller and wetter within a small area (c. 4 ha). The grasslands held
quite a number of grassland-dependent species including Rattling Cisticola
Cisticola chiniana, Yellow-throated Longclaw Macronyx croceus and Flappet
Lark Mirafra rufocinnamomea, all which were fairly common (Appendix 1).
Family Alcedinidae were notably well represented in the island, with seven
out of the 11 kingfisher species known in Kenya recorded.

Global conservation importance of NINP

We recorded several species of global conservation concern during our
survey:

» Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus, a Globally Near-Threatened species
(BirdLife International 2004)

*» Three of the nine Lake Victoria Basin Biome species (Bennun &
Njoroge 1999) were seen: Black-lored Babbler Turdoides sharpei, Red-
chested Sunbird Nectarinia erythrocerca and Northern Brown-throated
Weaver Ploceus castanops. Expectedly, other biomes were represented
by a lower proportion of the species, with only three out of 92 Somali-
Masai Biome species and one out of 67 Afrotropical Highlands Biome
species seen

* In total, 22 Palearctic and 10 Afrotropical-Malagasy migrants were
recorded inside the park. Migrants were especially common in the
grasslands where the White-throated Bee-eater, Barn Swallow Hirundo
r. rustica and Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus were abundant. Willow
Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus was also fairly common throughout the
island, while Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava occurred in large groups
wherever they were seen, especially in the short-burnt grasslands.

Importance for roosting

A large group (c. 500) of Barn Swallows was observed one morning flying
around a tall grassland patch by the lake shore on the island. It is possible
that the island is used by some Barn Swallows for roosting during their non-
breeding visit to Kenya. No roosting sites for water birds were observed in the
island, and water bird numbers of the shores were generally low compared to
other wetlands in the country.

Threats to the island’s avifauna

Being a protected area, there were no major human-induced threats to
the island bird habitats. However, there were potential threats associated
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with illegal cutting of wood and grass, and the general perception by the
surrounding community that the park’s management was denying them
access to resources within the island. This was seen to represent a loss of
opportunity for the community who gave up their land in the hope that they
would later start benefiting from its protection. While not posing problems
currently, these sentiments need to be nipped in the bud before they develop
into real conservation issues.
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