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Map showing the distance between the capture site in Kruger NP, SA, and the re-sighting in Luangwa Valley 
(André Botha, EWT) 

 
Locust Finches (Paludipasser locustella) breeding in Choma District, Southern Province 
- Gabriel A. Jamie 
 
The Locust Finch (Paludipasser locustella) is an uncommon species inhabiting moist grasslands in 
central and southern Africa (Sinclair & Ryan 2010). Its closest relatives are in the African Quailfinch 
complex (Ortygospiza atricollis/gabonensis/fuscocrisa) with which it was formerly considered 
congeneric until molecular data suggested it should be put in a genus of its own (Sorenson and Payne 
2003). 
 
During March 2016, whilst conducting bird research at Semahwa Farm in the Choma District of 
Zambia’s Southern Province, our research group (Gabriel Jamie, Luke McClean, Collins Moya and Claire 
Spottiswoode) found three Locust Finch nests at the field site. All nests were located in dambos with 
short grass bordered by miombo woodland. Due to the late rains this year the ground around the nests 
was dry though in some years these areas can become waterlogged. Nests were domed structures 
raised a few centimetres off the ground and embedded into a grass tussock. The nest entrances of all 
three nests were roughly circular and opened out to a clearer patch of ground. 
 
The first Locust Finch nest (altitude 1286m, GPS S16°43.667’ E026°53.281’) was found on 3rd March 
2016. While being taken to a new Common Waxbill nest in a dambo by some youngsters from the farm 
we inadvertently flushed a Grass Owl (Tyto capensis). As we were attempting to re-locate the Grass 
Owl, Luke McClean flushed two birds from the grass that we realized were a male and female Locust 
Finch. The youngsters immediately rushed in to search for the nest where the birds had flown up from 
and found it quickly. The nest contained 3 fresh eggs (dimensions: 12.5x9.2mm, 12.6x9.9mm and 
13.2x10.1mm). When we returned to check the nest on 7th March we flushed the male from the nest 
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and found one additional egg had been laid (13.3x9.9mm) - making a total clutch size of four - and that 
the eggs contained partially developed embryos.  
 
We returned to the nest on 18th March to see if the eggs had hatched but found the nest to be empty 
though showing no signs of structural damage. An adult female Locust Finch was still flying low over 
the dambo and attempting to land in an area of grass about 40 meters away from the site of the first 
nest. Collins Moya investigated this area and located a second Locust Finch nest with five well-
developed eggs (12.8x9.8mm, 13.1x9.9mm, 12.6x10.0mm, 13.0x10.0mm and 12.6x9.8mm) (altitude 
1284m, GPS S16°43.684’ E026°53.961’) (Fig. 1). Given the proximity to the first nest, it is likely that this 
second nest was an attempt by the original pair to re-lay following predation 
 
Two of the eggs from the second nest were taken to an incubator we were using for research purposes 
at a nearby house. This would ensure that we could obtain photographs of the nestling Locust Finches 
after hatching without the risk of them getting predated in their nest. These eggs hatched on 25th 
March, with the mass of each newly hatched chick being 0.4g. Both chicks were photographed and 
returned to their natural nest where another two chicks had hatched. When we returned to check the 
chicks’ development on 28th March we found only the one remaining un-hatched egg in the nest and 
no sign of the chicks or parents. 
 

 
Figure 1: The second Locust Finch nest after it had been predated, Semahwa Farm, Choma District. Photograph by 
Gabriel A Jamie 
 
 
A third Locust Finch nest had been shown to us in another dambo about 3.5 kilometers from the other 
two nests on 9th March (altitude 1322m, S16°45.425 E026°53.281). This nest also had 5 fresh eggs in it 
(12.9x9.4mm, 12.8x8.7mm, 13.1x9.4mm, 13.0x9.2mm and 13.0x9.5mm). When we returned on 22nd 
March there was only a single, recently hatched, chick in the nest. On 28th March the nest was empty – 
again suggesting this nest had also been predated. For nest measurements see Table 1. 
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Table 1. Locust Finch nest measurements  
 
 Clutch  

size 
Nest dimensions – 
Width x Height x Depth 
(mm) 

Nest entrance 
dimensions (mm) 

Nest 1 (PL001) 4 75x118x90 72x56 
Nest 2 (PL003) 5 74x117x104 47x52 
Nest 3 (PL002) 5 105x130x87 50x60 
 
As with the chicks of all Estrildid finches, nestling Locust Finches have an elaborate and species-specific 
appearance. At hatching, the skin on the dorsal surface is largely dark whilst that on the ventral side 
and limbs is pale pink. White hairs on the body are restricted to the forehead and chin. Inside the 
mouth, the upper palate is largely pale with a black bar running roughly horizontally across its center 
with a slight kink in the center. The lower portion of the upper palate is an intense red. There are two 
small red papillae on each gape and the tongue is formed of three red swellings (Fig. 2-4). 
 

 
          
Figures 2 and 3: The Locust Finch chick from the second nest just after hatching, Semahwa Farm, Choma District.   
Photograph by Gabriel A Jamie                                                             
 

 
Figure 4: The Locust Finch chick from the third nest soon after hatching, Semahwa Farm, Choma District. Photograph by 
Gabriel A Jamie 
 
To my knowledge, these are the first published photos of the nestlings of Locust Finch and the first 
time the nestling skin colour (which is very variable between Estrildid finch nestlings) has been 
described. In Payne’s (2005) work on nestling Estrildid finches, he only has sketches of the appearance 
of the offspring and a description based on Irwin (1958). 
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The Locust Finch is very sparse and localized on the Southern Province plateau and has only been 
recorded sporadically in the area (Peter Leonard in litt.). It may be that it is a seasonal visitor in the 
rains though it has not been searched for systematically to establish the extent of seasonality in its 
occurrence. All twelve breeding records in “Birds of Zambia” are from January-May, however, John 
Colbrook-Robjent and Lazaro Hamusikili found one nest with 6 fresh eggs on 2nd June 1976, on 
“Ringwood Farm” 22km South-west of Choma.  
 
In four field seasons of fieldwork and nest-searching between January and April 2013-2016 in the 
Choma area these are the first nests of Locust Finch that we have found and the first time Locust Finch 
has been seen at the field site. In the rainy season of 2015 at least three or four adult Locust Finches 
were present on a dambo on Bantron Farm, Choma district, but despite extensive searching, we did 
not find any nests. Irwin (1958), working in modern-day Zimbabwe, also did not come across the 
species until his fifth year of fieldwork. This suggests that the species undergoes local movements and 
in some areas is only present in certain years – though it is not clear what conditions contribute to a 
“good” year for Locust Finches. The 2016 rainy season was one of the driest in the last 25 years (Ian 
Bruce-Miller pers. comm.) but perhaps low rainfall in regular nesting areas forced birds to search for 
other places to breed. 
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Sightings January-April 2016 - Frank Willems 

Woolly-necked Stork: hundreds in the Lower Zambezi Valley floor in March (Rory McDougall & Kyle Branch) 

Osprey: single arguing with Fish Eagle at Chongwe River – Zambezi confluence, 10 Mar (Rory McDougall & Kyle 
Branch). Also at least one bird at Shiwa N’gandu, 14 Feb (Frank Willems). 

Booted Eagle: dark phase bird at Kasama, 1031A, early April (Carl Beel). A new atlas square for the species. 

Steppe Eagle: last dates for this species are a single bird over Lake Chila, Mbala, early Apr (Carl Beel) and 2 birds 
over Lake Tanganyika shore, on 1 Apr (Frank Willems) 




