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Introduction 
The red-billed oxpecker (Buphagus erythrorhynchus) ranges from southern Africa 
to north-eastern Africa. Although its conservation status is Least Concern (IUCN 
Red List), its population range and number are declining. Population decreases 
followed declines in the populations of the hosts (e.g. buffalo, black rhinoceros) 
on which the oxpecker perches to feed, eating ticks; and the widespread dipping 
of cattle in acaricides (based on arsenic, organochlorine, or organophosphate 
compounds) that kill both ticks and oxpeckers. Recently, dips that control ticks but 
which do not kill oxpeckers (Amitraz ,or pyrethroid-based) have become available 
(Couto, 1994). The red-billed oxpecker was re-introduced to Shangani Ranch to 
aid in tick control on both cattle and wild animals. Shangani Ranch (c. 480 km2) 
lies on the highveld in central Zimbabwe. Mean annual rainfall is c. 600 mm, with 
a single rainy season during November - March (Dunham et al., 2003). The main 
vegetation types are: Terminalia sericea woodland and wooded grassland; 
Brachystegia–Julbernardia woodland; Colophospermum mopane woodland and 
shrubland; Acacia-Combretum woodland on alluvial soils; and hydromorphic 

grassland. The ranch is 
used primarily for beef 
production, but supports 
significant populations of 
wild herbivores, including 
impala, kudu, tsessebe, 
eland, zebra and giraffe, 
as well as predators such 
as leopard, cheetah and 
jackal. 
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: Create a self-
sustaining population of 
the red-billed oxpecker on 
Shangani Ranch. 
x� Goal 2: Establish the 
red-billed oxpecker as a 
natural means of tick 

Captured oxpecker being measured after  

removal from mist net © Tracey Couto 
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control on Shangani 
Ranch, so that the use 
of chemical acaricides 
could be reduced or 
eliminated. 

 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Sightings of 

oxpeckers on the ranch 
during the days and 
weeks after their 
release, indicating that 
the birds were alive 
and that they had not 
left the release area. 

x� Indicator 2: Sightings of 
juveniles in the years 
following the release, 
indicating that 
oxpeckers were breeding on the ranch.  

x� Indicator 3: Increased frequency of sightings across the ranch during the years 
after the release, indicating that both the population number and range were 
increasing. 

x� Indicator 4: A decline in the number of ticks on the ranch’s cattle, suggesting 
that oxpeckers were controlling tick numbers.ȱ

 
Project Summary 
Feasibility: The re-introduction was undertaken jointly with the Wildlife Unit of the 
Veterinary Research Laboratory and the Ornithology Unit of the then Department 
of National Parks & Wild Life Management, which determined the criteria for 
oxpecker re-introductions (Mundy, 1992). These were that: no purple-label (very 
toxic to mammals) acaricidal dips be used within 10 km of the release site; the 
release area contain >500 tick-infested large herbivores (i.e. wild herbivores, or 
undipped cattle) in >30 km2; and at least 20 birds are released (recognising that 
birds roost communally, and that ‘helpers’, probably youngsters from an earlier 
brood, assist a breeding pair at the nest). Use of purple-label dips on Shangani 
Ranch had been discontinued, the ranch was big (480 km2) and large, wild 
herbivores were numerous (>7000 - mainly impala, tsessebe, warthog and kudu -  
were counted during a helicopter-based, total-area survey during 1993).  
 
Implementation: Twenty-two red-billed oxpeckers (19 adults and 3 sub-adults) 
were captured at Rukometjie Research Station in Mana Pools National Park, 
northern Zimbabwe, during 30th September - 1st October 1992. This was outside 
the breeding season, which coincides with the rains. The birds were caught 
during the early morning in mist nets erected near a pen containing a small herd 
of cattle that was used during tsetse fly research (Couto, 1994). When caught in 
the net, an oxpecker would often utter distress calls that attracted other members 
of the family group, which then became caught. After removal from the net, each 

  Cattle a major host for released oxpeckers on  

Shangani Ranch © Clive Swanepoel 
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bird was weighed, 
measured, ringed, 
checked for moult, and its 
age determined. While the 
oxpeckers were handled, 
their feet were wrapped in 
small pieces of adhesive 
tape to protect the 
researcher from the 
needle-like claws and thus 
make handling easier.  
 
The captured oxpeckers 
were placed in a 
collapsible aviary 
measuring 2.4 m x 2.4 m x 
1.2 m and sited in a 
secluded, shady position. 
The aviary was 

constructed with a tubular-steel frame and 1 cm wire-mesh sides. A small 
doorway in one panel provided access. Shade cloth covered part of the aviary to 
provide extra shade and reduce external stimuli. Perches were provided in the 
corners and drinking and bathing water was freely available in shallow troughs on 
the ground. In the centre of the aviary, a 200-litre metal drum was placed on its 
side, with sack cloth tied around it to simulate the body of an animal. On the top of 
the drum were secured plastic Petri dishes that were filled three times daily with 
unclotted bovine blood. The birds were also fed a mixture of chopped liver, egg 
and Pronutro (a commercial meal for people, manufactured from maize, soya and 
sugar, with added yeast, minerals and vitamins), spoonfuls of which were placed 
on the drum.  
 
Catching the oxpeckers in the aviary could be stressful for the birds. First, the 
perches, drum and other obstructions were removed and then the birds were 
compressed into one end of the aviary with a sheet attached to an aluminium 
frame just less than the width of the aviary. Once caught, the birds were placed in 
small, portable cages for transfer by road to Shangani on 2nd October. There, the 
birds were placed in another aviary, where the food was similar to that at the 
capture site. Because the birds arrived at Shangani after dark, they were left in 
their travel boxes overnight and these were opened at first light the next morning. 
Two birds had died during transit or overnight, and a third died soon after the 
birds were freed into the aviary. The remaining oxpeckers were caged for four 
days and fed and watered daily. On 6th October, nineteen birds were caught in the 
aviary, transported in boxes to the centre of the ranch (a 40-minute journey by 
road) and released. They were freed close to a herd of cattle, on which they soon 
settled, prompting the cattle - ignorant of oxpeckers - to run off. 
 
Post-release monitoring: Post-release monitoring of oxpeckers involved 
incidental observations of birds by staff during cattle management operations, e.g. 

 Captured oxpeckers in temporary aviary prior 

to transfer to release area © Janine Walls 
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when cattle were rounded up. Sightings provided information about the spatial 
distribution and dispersal of released birds. For example, one bird was seen 17 
km from the release site about three months after release. And during the first six 
months of 1995 (27 - 33 months after the release) ranch staff recorded groups of 
1 - 9 oxpeckers on 52 days. The first sign of breeding was a nest in an Acacia 
tree during November 1993, and later the presence of juveniles in recorded 
groups indicated continued successful breeding. Oxpeckers were often on cattle, 
but also on kudu and warthog. Birds were observed on neighbouring ranches and 
during 1998 five were seen approximately 90 km from the release site (Couto et 
al., 2000). 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Some neighbouring cattle ranches continued to use purple-label (high 

mammalian toxicity) acaricides. 
 
Major lessons learned 
x� The oxpeckers were transferred by road to Shangani and arrived there in the 

evening, after dark. They were left in their travelling boxes overnight and 
released into the aviary at first light the next morning. Two birds had died 
during transit, or overnight. The other birds flew straight to the water, where a 
third died. Subsequent observations revealed that the birds did not feed during 
the early morning, or late afternoon - hence they could not have been fed or 
watered immediately after they arrived at Shangani, because by then it was 
dark. The road journey had been long and these deaths emphasized the 
importance of oxpeckers being regularly fed and watered and checked for heat 
stress while in transit. 

x� The oxpeckers in the aviary at Shangani spent much time on a high ledge and 
this observation suggested that a good way to catch the caged birds was to 
position roosting boxes with closeable entrance holes high in the aviary. The 
roosting birds could be shut in the boxes during the night prior to their transfer 
and, the next morning, the roosting boxes could be used as travelling boxes to 
move the birds to the release site.  

x� The re-introduced population of red-billed oxpeckers had no major impact on 
the numbers of ticks found on cattle, although the fluctuations in tick numbers, 
especially of the brown ear tick, seemed to be less extreme and less frequent 
than previously. Recent studies have shown that tick loads on cattle are 
unaffected by oxpeckers and that oxpeckers significantly prolong the healing 
time of wounds by feeding on blood at the site of these wounds (Weeks, 
2000). Hence, regular dipping of cattle with green-label (low mammalian 
toxicity) acaricides continued to be necessary at Shangani. The presence of 
oxpeckers dictates the need to avoid resuming the use of purple-label 
chemicals and instead anti-helminthic injections were given to cattle. 
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Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� The social behavior of oxpeckers (communal roosting, helpers at the nest) 

prompted the decision that a release group contain at least 20 birds (although 
after three deaths, 19 were freed at Shangani). All the birds were captured at 
the same site during a short period, in the hope that the birds were from the 
same social group(s). 

x� The release site was near the centre of a large ranch that contained numerous 
wild ungulates, as well as cattle that were dipped with green-label (low toxicity) 
acaricides. Hence the release ranch was big enough to sustain an oxpecker 
population, even though some birds may have died after moving to 
neighbouring ranches, some of which were still using purple-label acaricides. 
Nonetheless, the primary goal - of establishing a self-sustaining population in 
an area from which the species had disappeared - was achieved. 
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