94 Dicruridae: drongos

Forktailed Drongo
Mikstertbyvanger

Dicrurusadsimilis

The Forktailed Drongo is an Afro-
tropical speciesdistributed throughout
sub-Saharan Africa, except in deserts
and other treeless regions; in southern
Africait avoids the high grassveld
areas, the arid Karoo and the Namib
Desert. Hall & Moreau (1970) consid-
ered that the subspecies D. a. cora-
cinus inhabits the equatorial rain-
forests, but thisis atypical habitat for
a species characteristic of savannas
and woodlands.

Clancey (1980b) recognized three
subspecies in the region; their ranges
appear continuous. There are, how-
ever, areas of lower reporting rate
between the strongholds in the upper Limpopo River catch-
ment in the southwestern Transvaal and the Molopo River
catchment in the northern Cape Province and adjacent Bot-
swana, and on the plateau along the eastern Transvaal escarp-
ment.

It is conspicuous owing to its bold and aggressive habits
and harsh, scolding calls. The atlas data are comprehensive
and reliable.

Habitat: The vegetation anadysisindicatesthe wide range of
vegetation types in which this species is encountered. Not-
withstanding the high reporting rate for Afromontane forest,
itisnot abird of the forest interior, though it may frequent
the edges of some forest patches, taking advantage of fringe
trees as lofty perches. It also frequents plantations of alien
trees such as wattle, pine and eucalyptus, which are com-
monly found adjacent to mistbelt forests. Its occurrence onthe
highveld is most usual in the vicinity of aien trees. Its most
favoured habitat is open bush and woodland. Recorded den-
sities for broadleaved and Acacia woodlands are 1 pair/30 ha
and 1 pair/11 ha respectively (Tarboton et al. 1987b). It also
inhabits farmlands and built-up areas, using fences or tele-
phone poles as perches where trees are scarce. The Afrikaans
name is appropriate as it sometimes frequents the vicinity of
beehives, feeding on bees.

Movements: Normally considered a resident, Maclean
(1993b) mentioned that it may exhibit ‘ some short-distance
local movements'. The models show small autumn—winter
increases in reporting rates, most noticeable in Zone 6; this
may be due to increased conspicuousness when trees are not
in leaf.

Breeding: The models for all Zones peak in late spring—
summer, though breeding records span virtually the whole
year; Maclean (1993b) gave arange of August—January. Most
clutches are begun September—November, and egglaying later
than March must be uncommon. Thereisatrend for progres-
sively later breeding with increasing latitude in the eastern
Zones, which also emerges from published egglaying data
(Dean 1971; Irwin 1981; Tarboton et al. 1987b).
Interspecific relationships: Theother drongo speciesin
southern Africa, the Squaretailed Drongo D. ludwigii, occurs
intheinterior of evergreen forest; the two speciesare ecol ogi-
cally separated.

The Forktailed Drongo mobs eagles, hawks, and owls, and
has been observed to attack and drive off a Gymnogene
Polyboroides typus that was attempting to rob the nests of a

weaverhird colony (pers. obs.). It aso
mobs mongooses and other terrestrial
predators, hovering over them to mark
their progression through tall grass.

It associates with larger game and
livestock during the dry winter, feeding
on the insects they disturb (Dean &
Macdonald 1981); up to 12 have been
observed following a small herd of
elephants (M. Herremans pers. comm.).

It is the only confirmed host of the
African Cuckoo Cuculusgularis, whose
eggos closdly match some of the severd
egg patterns in the drongo (Tarboton
1975, 1986). The aggression of the
drongo makes the female cuckoo’ s task
of laying in the host’s nest hazardous,
and the evidence of cuckoo feathers
beneath unparasitized drongo nests
shows that the cuckoos are not always
successful (Tarboton 1986).
Historical distribution and con-
servation: It hasprobably expanded itsrangeinto highveld
areaswhereit did not previoudly occur astree planting modi-
fied the grassland habitat. Expansion in the southwestern Cape
Province during the 1980s has been documented (Underhill
& Hockey 1988), but it has yet to colonize the Cape Penin-
sula (3418A) itself, where occasional stragglers have been
recorded (Hockey et al. 1989). It has been observed to feed
at night on insects attracted to floodlights at two localitiesin
Namibia (Koen 1988; Underhill 1988).

The Forktailed Drongo is so widespread and successful in
the Afrotropicsthat it isnot likely to becomethreatened inthe
foreseeable future.

T.B. Oatley

Recorded in 3192 grid cells, 70.4%
Total number of records: 66 758
Mean reporting rate for range: 57.5%

Reporting rates for vegetation types
%9 ! ! ! 4\0 ! ! ! 8\0
Arid Woodland 77.9 m—
Afromontane Forest 77.5 m———
Miombo 75.8 m———
East Coast Littoral 75.3 m—
Mopane 74.2 m——————
Okavango 73.0 m—
Moist Woodland 72.6 m—
Valley Bushveld 70.6 m—
Northern Kalahari 65.6 m——
Southern Kalahari 60.3 m—
Central Kalahari 42.2 e—
Namibian Escarpment 35.2 m—
Sour Grasslands 35.2 s
E Zimbabwe Highlands 25.9
Fynbos 24.4 s
Alpine Grasslands 21.1 s
Nama Karoo 17.8 s
Mixed Grasslands 17.2 s
Sweet Grasslands 13.9
Grassy Karoo 6.1 m
Succulent Karoo 4.6 m
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Models of seasonality for Zones. Number of records (top to bottom, left to right):

Occurrence: 2060, 1615, 906, 1611, 6146, 8007, 5572, 2726; Breeding: 40, 40, 8, 63, 147, 228, 154, 105.
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