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Burchell’s Courser
Bloukopdrawwertjie
Cursorius rufus

Endemic to southern Africa, extending marginally into south-
western Angola, Burchell’s Courser is confined to the dry
west and the higher parts of the inland plateau, excluding the
Lesotho massif. It is concentrated along the eastern edge of
the Namib, Bushmanland in the northwestern Cape Province,
the southern Karoo and the drier parts of the highveld in the
Free State and northern Cape Province.

It is an uncommon and localized winter visitor to the south-
western Cape Province, and sparsely but widely distributed
in the central and western Free State (Earlé & Grobler 1987;
Hockey et al. 1989). In the Transvaal, it is confined to the
highveld, though said to be ‘widely but very sparsely and
erratically recorded’; it may occur there mainly in drought
years (Tarboton et al. 1987b). In Botswana records are irregu-
lar and sparse, while in Namibia it can be locally common.

Birds east of 21°E are of the nominate race, while birds to
the west, from Bushmanland to Angola, belong to C. r. the-
resae.

It is similar to Temminck’s Courser C. temminckii at a dis-
tance, but distinguished from it by its blue-grey (not rufous)
hindcrown and by the narrower horizontal band across the
upper belly. The distributions of Burchell’s and Temminck’s
Coursers overlap only in northcentral Namibia and margin-
ally from the northern Cape Province to the southern Trans-
vaal. It occurs in small flocks of 5–20 birds (Maclean 1967),
even when breeding, though pairs are sometimes encountered.
Habitat: It favours ploughed and heavily grazed stony veld,
open, overgrazed or burnt grasslands, Karoo, stony or gravelly
semi-desert, stubbly sandveld and bare saltpans (Maclean
1993b). Its broad habitat preferences are for Namib and
Namibian Escarpment, Central and Southern Kalahari, Karoo
and Sweet Grasslands; it is absent from fynbos and avoids
woodlands of any kind.
Movements: It is nomadic and possibly seasonally migra-
tory in certain areas, such as the southwestern Cape Province
where it is a winter visitor (Hockey et al. 1989). The difference
between the ‘widespread’ designation of Smithers (1964) and

its recent scarcity in Botswana could – other than by a dra-
matic decline – be due to it being occasionally irruptive into
the Kalahari, behaviour well known in other arid-country spe-
cies.
Breeding: It breeds in most months, but mainly August–
December (Maclean 1993b; Brown & Clinning in press).
Interspecific relationships: It has been found to associ-
ate with Stark’s Lark Spizocorys starki and the Greybacked
Finchlark Eremopterix verticalis (Macdonald 1957), but the
nature of the association is unclear.
Historical distribution and conservation: In Botswana
it was recorded as regular in the late 1950s in the central and
southwestern Kalahari, but not further north than Ghanzi
(2121D) in the west and Makgadikgadi (2025) in the east
(Smithers 1964). Subsequent confirmed records in Botswana
are very few (Tree 1972c; Bushell 1988; Bushell & Bushell
1988; Hunter 1992). In southern Namibia it was ‘not uncom-
mon’ in the late 1950s (Maclean 1960), and its status there
seems not to have changed. It was considered common at
Potchefstroom (2627CA) by Ayres (1877) and said to have
been ‘abundant on the highveld’ (Stark & Sclater 1906), but
its range and abundance have been considerably reduced in
recent decades. It was last recorded breeding in the Transvaal
in the early 1930s when it was described as ‘plentiful’ near
Potchefstroom (Lane 1933). It no longer occurs regularly in
KwaZulu-Natal, but was recorded in the late 1970s in the
uplands from Mooi River (2929BB) to Newcastle (2729DD)
(Cyrus & Robson 1980). It used to breed near Mooi River
(Clancey 1964b) and has been recorded from Pietermaritz-
burg (2930CB) (Stark & Sclater 1906). It used to be occa-
sional in southwestern KwaZulu-Natal (Skead 1967a), but
was not recorded there during the atlas period.

The nature and causes of its decline are not understood and
should be investigated. The change in status in Botswana
indicates that it has either declined dramatically in the Kala-
hari or that Smithers’ observations pertained to an unusual
irruption. These alternative interpretations may also apply to
other parts of the historical range.

Though described as locally fairly common, its numbers
are decreasing in the southern parts of its range (Maclean
1993b). Brooke (1984b) did not mention it in the Red Data
book for South Africa, but Burchell’s Courser is in need of
consideration as a conservation priority, because its decline
in recent years seems to have been rapid.

G.L. Maclean and M. Herremans
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Reporting rates for vegetation types              

%

Namib   3.8
Namibian Escarpment   2.7

Central Kalahari   2.2
Grassy Karoo   2.2

Succulent Karoo   2.1
Southern Kalahari   1.9

Nama Karoo   1.7
Sweet Grasslands   0.9

Mopane   0.7
Mixed Grasslands   0.5

Arid Woodland   0.1

Recorded in 363 grid cells, 8.0%
Total number of records: 819
Mean reporting rate for range: 5.8%
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Models of seasonality for Zones. Number of records (top to bottom, left to right):
Occurrence: 131, 157, 324, 75, 1, 0, 98, 32;   Breeding: 2, 3, 9, 1, 0, 0, 4, 4.
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