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Summary

We report the current status of birds at the Namuli Massif, northern Mozambique. Despite
being the only known locality for the Namuli Apalis Apalis lynesi and the nominate race
of the Dapplethroat Arcanator orostruthus, the mountain is very little known
ornithologically. Prior to our survey it had only been visited by an ornithologist in 1932,
when Jack Vincent collected in the area for three weeks. During our week-long survey in
November-December 1998 we recorded 130 bird species from the Namuli area, including
all three globally threatened species reported by Vincent (Thyolo Alethe Alethe choloensis,
Dapplethroat and Namuli Apalis). The higher-elevation (>1,500 m) forests are still largely
intact, but most of those at lower elevations have been cleared for agriculture. The alethe
and apalis are common, occurring in remnant forest patches and secondary scrub as well
as pristine forest from 1,160 to 2,000 m. The Dapplethroat is restricted to large, intact
forests above 1,500 m, but also is fairly common (up to 2—3 singing males per hectare;
greater densities than recorded elsewhere). Red-rumped Swallow Hirundo daurica was
recorded for the first time in Mozambique, and was suspected of breeding at 1,400 m. We
estimate that some 1,300 ha of pristine forest remains on the main massif between Gurue
and Mount Namuli, but this area is being reduced by burning and “subsistence”” logging.
Approximately 7,000 people currently live in the area east of the main forest. Grazing by
goats and pigs on the montane grasslands surrounding the forests is another problem
but the gravest threat is posed by improved road access to the area, which could open
the forests to commercial logging. In addition to being the sole locality known for the
Namuli Apalis and the nominate race of Dapplethroat, the Namuli forests probably
support the largest single populations of Thyolo Alethe and the well-marked belcheri race
of Green Barbet. These populations make Namuli arguably the most critical Important
Bird Area for Mozambique, and the remaining forests have a high priority for
conservation action.

Introduction

Northern Mozambique is one of the least-explored areas biologically on the
African continent. Most of what we know about the region’s birds results from
Jack Vincent's extensive collecting trip for the British Museum in 1931-32
(Vincent 1933a). The main motivation for and highlight of this trip was the three-
week visit to the forests of the Namuli Massif in July—August 1932 (Vincent
1933a,b). The Namuli Massif is a series of large granitic domes and associated
plateaux that rise up to 1,600 m above the surrounding plains. The forests on the
slopes of Namuli form the southern limit of the Eastern Arc mountain Endemic
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Bird Area (Bibby et al. 1992a), one of the most important biodiversity sanctuaries
in Africa. Vincent collected two species new to science at Namuli: the enigmatic
Dapplethroat Arcanator orostruthus, two other races of which have since been
found on the Usumbara and Udzungwa Mountains in Tanzania (Keith et al.
1992), and the Namuli Apalis Apalis lynesi, which is restricted to Namuli and is
Mozambique’s only endemic bird. Other threatened or rare taxa Vincent found
at Namuli included Thyolo Alethe Alethe choloensis and the belcheri race of Green
Barbet Stactolaema olivacea (Collar et al, 1994).

Nothing more has been published on the birds of Namuli; the area apparently
has not been visited by birdwatchers or ornithologists since 1932 (Collar and
Stuart 1985, 1988). Despite this, Namuli was ranked joint thirty-seventh of 76
important forests in a review of the key forests for threatened birds in the Afro-
tropical and Malagasy regions (Collar and Stuart 1988). It scored higher than
Uganda’s Impenetrable Forest and Kenya’s Kakamega Forest, both of which have
received considerable study and conservation attention. There is thus an urgent
need to gain an up-to-date assessment of the status of the forests at Namuli and
their birds (Collar and Stuart 1985, 1988). Such an assessment is crucial given the
rapid exploitation of timber resources in many parts of Mozambique since the
cease-fire in the early 1990s that ended 20 years of civil war and unrest (e.g. Ryan
1995). In this paper we report on the avifauna of Namuli, the extent of the forests,
and current resource use practices. We also make recommendations for the con-
servation of the area’s remaining forests.

Study area

The Namuli Massif (15°22'S, 37°02'E) is the largest mountain range in northern
Mozambique, and forms the main watershed for the region (Vincent 1933b). The
nearest montane area of similar stature is Mount Mulanje, south-eastern Malawi,
some 160 km to the south-west. The Namuli Massif is a series of spectacular
granitic outcrops that tower over the relatively flat, 8oo-m-high plateau of north-
ern Mozambique. The highest peak, Mount Namuli, is 2,412 m high, and several
other peaks are over 2,200 m. Areas above 1,200 m extend some 50 km cast—-west,
and 30 km north-south, but the massif is dissected by several river valleys
(Figure 1). The highest peaks and largest single area above 1,500 m lies directly
north of the regional centre of Gurue. This is the area visited by Vincent in 1932,
and is where we focused our attention. Official 1:50,000 topographical maps of
the area have few names for features in this area, so we use those given by
Vincent (1933b).

The massif is characterised by a mosaic of montane forest, grassland and large
granite whalebacks (Vincent 1933b). Edaphic factors (notably soil depth) appear
to determine the nature of the vegetation, modified by aspect, slope and human
activities (including fire and possibly grazing by livestock). The high-elevation
grasslands (above 1,500 m), dominated by Themeda triandra (Vincent 1933a) are
relatively short (<0.5 m) and grow on shallow soils on steep slopes or in boggy
hollows. It is unlikely that they accumulate sufficient fuel loads to burn annually,
at least on the steeper slopes. By comparison, the lower-elevation grassland areas
(below 1,500 m) are taller, with considerable amounts of bracken and some
woody shrubs, including Protea sp. They would probably revert to woodland or






