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In the dawn light along the Nossob 
river bed in Kgalagadi Transfrontier 
Park, a visitor with an eye for birds 
might notice small black-and-white 

sentinels posted prominently on the tops of 
thorny bushes and trees. With belly feathers 
gleaming in the sunrise, and the distinctive 
white ‘V’ on their dark backs fluffed out to 
full advantage, territorial southern fiscals 
perch up high in a ‘static display’, letting 
their neighbours know they have survived 
the Kalahari night. These little birds are 
wide-spread across southern Africa and 
will be familiar to many South Africans 
as a garden bird from home. But ‘familiar’ 
should not be equated with ‘dull’ when it 
comes to a southern fiscal!

Shrikes all over the world are known for 
their vicious predatory habits and pugna-
cious temperament. Many species have 
earned the nickname ‘butcherbird’. Our 
own southern fiscal is often known as the 
‘Jacky Hangman’. Shrikes have a strong, 
thick beak with a sharp hook at the tip and 
another sharp hook halfway along. They 
scan for prey from prominent perches, 
much as a falcon might. They are famous 

for swooping down from above to take out 
unsuspecting mice, reptiles, insects and 
even other small birds. These they impale 
on the long thorns of spiny bushes, or on 
barbed wire fences, then proceed to rip 
them to pieces with their hooked beaks. 

The southern fiscals of the Kalahari are 
no strangers to this blood-thirsty way of 
life and punch well above their weight as 
predators. During the two summers I spent 
working with these birds as a post-doctoral 
fellow at the University of Cape Town, I of-
ten witnessed fiscals struggling to fly while 
carrying freshly killed field mice almost 
as big as themselves. I have seen them dis-
member and feed snakes to their nestlings. 
I once found the remains of an entire scaly-
feathered finch impaled on a long thorn 
near a fiscal nest. These grisly prey remains 
represent the culmination of successful 
hunts that require at least the same bravery 
and skill as that of a leopard taking down 
an antelope, albeit on a smaller scale. Fiscals 
are not immune to being over-ambitious 
either. I once watched one of my study birds 
attempt to take out a sandgrouse almost five 
times its own weight, a miscalculation that 
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Can southern fiscals tolerate any more climate warming in the 
Kalahari? When the sun beats down on their nest, these ruthless 

little predators face a terrible choice. By Susan Cunningham
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TINY HUNTER
The north-western 
subspecies of 
southern fiscal 
has a conspicuous 
white eybrow.

A juvenile southern 
fiscal takes down 
a scaly-feathered 
finch, already liv-
ing up to its killer 
reputation.

In a dead heat
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left feathers flying as the startled sand-
grouse erupted from the grass and the 
chagrined shrike beat a hasty retreat. 

Despite their pugnacious attitude and 
ruthless predatory behaviour, southern 
fiscals have a softer side. They form stable, 
long-lasting relationships with pair bonds 
cemented by the male bringing the female 
gifts of food. Pairs build a nest together, 
where the mother stays to look after the 
eggs and chicks, keeping them warm and 
protecting the nest. Fathers pull their 
weight by hunting for the whole family, 
bringing pieces of food to the nest, which 
the mother then doles out to the chicks. 
Fathers also remove waste from the nest  
(taking out the bins!), and vigorously 
chase away any intruding birds that 
come near the nest tree. Although they 
visit home multiple times a day, fathers 
rarely stay for long. Their place is out in 
the world earning the family’s keep. This 
division of labour works well for southern 
fiscals, so long as the going is good.

But hunting for an entire family is 

tough at the best of times. Breeding male 
southern fiscals maximise their chances 
of hunting success by choosing the most 
prominent perches in their territory from 
which to scan for prey, because these twigs 
generally have the best views. However, a 
good hunting perch with an unobstructed 
view is usually also a perch exposed to full 
sun. On Kalahari afternoons in summer, 
these places can become too hot to bear. 
Hunting fiscals must then move into the 
shade, but this comes at a cost. The view 
is less good from a perch surrounded by 
vegetation and prey capture rates in the 
shade are half those in the sun, mean-
ing fathers take less food back to the nest 
when it’s hot.

Back at the nest, hot weather is a chal-
lenge for mothers, too. As temperatures 
rise, females switch from snuggling in and 
brooding their eggs and chicks to keep 
them warm, to standing over the nest cup, 
wings spread, shading their offspring from 
the sun. In this posture, mothers must en-
dure flecks of hot sunlight beating down 
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on the potential vulnerability of different bird species to climate change. 

on their backs and heads through the 
sparse canopy of the blackthorn or camel-
thorn bush in which the nest is placed. If 
temperatures stay high for long, female 
fiscals are at serious risk of heat stroke. 
They then face a terrible choice, risk their 
lives to stay and shade the nest, or leave 
to seek shade themselves and expose their 
eggs and chicks to the lethal sun? 

At my study site, we witnessed an ex-
traordinary thing. When air temperatures 
became extreme, fathers would step in 
to help. We recorded instances of males 
shading nests when air temperature was 
>35°C, and temperature at the nest would 
have approached 50°C. Under these des-
perate conditions, fathers taking on shad-
ing duties allow mothers to escape the 
nest, cool off, and survive. 

Is this heroic action by the male enough 
to save the day when the going gets truly 

hot? The answer might depend on how 
long these hot spells last. By taking on 
some of the burden of shading the nest, 
males might succeed in keeping their fam-
ily alive. But time spent shading means 
less time for hunting and on hot days 
fathers struggle to keep their families fed. 
The consequence is that chicks grow less 
on hot days, and those that experience lots 
of hot days as nestlings fledge smaller and 
lighter, or may never fledge at all. 

By working together, southern fis-
cal pairs can succeed in hot places. But 
climate change might set limits to this. 
Already, southern fiscal bird atlas report-
ing rates are lower in areas with rapid 
warming trends. The struggles my study 
birds faced to keep their chicks cool and 
fed during heatwaves might explain why. 
Are southern fiscals fierce enough to face 
the heat? /
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SOnGBIrDS Or rAPTOrS?
Although southern fiscals’ family ties are with other songbirds, they’re in 
many ways more like small raptors. They are true shrikes, belonging to the 
songbird family Laniidae. Members of this family are found all over the world, 
although the majority of species live in Africa and Eurasia. They are compact 
little birds, most species smaller than 50 cm in length. At first glance they are 
fairly innocuous-looking, usually with smooth monochrome plumage in shades 
of black, white and grey. They commonly sport a bandit-like facemask and are 
often fairly long-tailed. But looks can be deceiving. All shrikes are killers. 

Southern fiscal red-backed shrike Lesser grey shrike

Southern fiscals in the Kalahari have to deal with extreme heat, up to 50˚C at the nest.
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If temperatures stay high for long, female  
fiscals are at serious risk of heat stroke.


