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Hamerkop (Scopus umbretta) predation on an
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O

n 27 August 2018 at Augrabies Falls National Park
(28.5942° S, 20.3381° E) we observed an adult Hamerkop
(Scopus umbretta) foraging adjacent to the main waterfall
along a rock shelf midway down the cliff-side. At 15:37 h
we saw the bird capturing and swallowing an Augrabies
flat lizard (Platysaurus broadleyi; Fig. 1). This observation is
noteworthy as to date the primary predators of Augrabies
flat lizards are known to be raptors (e.g. Rock Kestrel, Falco
rupicolus, and Booted Eagles, Aquila pennatus) and sand
snakes (Psammophis sp.), with other potential predators
being mongooses and large arthropods, such as spiders
and centipedes (Whiting, 2002; A. Jenkins pers. comm.).
Hamerkop, to the best of our knowledge, have not been
documented previously to consume reptiles, and as such
there have been no previous observations of them eating this
specific lizard species. The known diet of Hamerkop consists
of frogs, particularly of the genus Xenopus, insects, and fish
(Skead, 1953; Liversidge, 1963; Dean & MacDonald, 1981;
Kahl, 1987; Yohannes, et al., 2014).
On the same day as this observation, we had seen
hundreds of Augrabies flat lizards living and foraging on the
granite rocks and cliffs on either side of the Orange River
near the falls. Consequently, for an opportunistic predator
these lizards would be a widely-abundant local food source
that is easily exploited. Furthermore, this may represent
an important ecological link within Augrabies Falls National
Park that may have management implications. Previously,
attempts have been made to control the blackfly (Simulium
spp.) population along the Orange River and within the park
through the use of aquatic larvicides (Palmer et al., 1996).
Early control measures in 1960’s involved the application
of DDT, however after widespread negative ecological
impacts later applications used the soil bacterium Bacillus
thuringiensis var. israelensis as a blackfly larvicide (Palmer
et al., 1996). These control programs were undertaken
not for human health concerns but rather due to the lost
revenue and taxes related to the impact biting flies have on
livestock growth and production (Palmer et al., 1996), as
well as the general annoyance these swarms have on local
human populations. However, the dense blackfly population
supports the substantial Augrabies flat lizard population
(Branch & Whiting, 1997). If future efforts are made to reduce
blackfly populations along the Orange River this may have

Figure 1. Two Augrabies flat lizards (P. broadleyi) on the granite
outcrops alongside the Orange River in Augrabies Falls National Park,
Northern Cape, South Africa. The lizard on the left is a female, and
the lizard on the right is a male. These lizards congregate around
the Orange River at Augrabies Falls to consume blackflies (Simulium
spp.), which are also visible within the photo.

Figure 2. A hamerkop (S. umbretta) foraging in the water at Augrabies
Falls National Park, Northern Cape, South Africa.

a ripple effect on the biodiversity of the area. For instance,
reducing the food resources of Augrabies flat lizards could,
in turn, reduce resources for both specific and opportunistic
predators of this lizard species, like Hamerkops.
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