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Project summary 

Olive Ibis is one of the least known birds in Africa, known to live in the rain forest and observed 

regularly no nest have been found for more than 100 years.  However, now a few nests believed 

to belong to this species had been discovered during our recent survey at Nwan Nkem stream 

located at Abo Ebam, Biajua Boki LGA of Cross River State. The Nigerian population is not 

very well studied but is currently estimated to 1,500 – 3,000 individuals and restricted to the 

forest of Cross River in South-east Nigeria. 

In November 2006, a nest believed to belong to Olive Ibis with two eggs was located at Bashu 

community close to the border Republic of Cameroon. Unfortunately, one of the hunters Mr. Asu 

Mgbe, from a nearby village (Kekukesem village) shot and killed the Olive Ibis. 

Five Olive Ibis nests were found at the Abo Ebam Community site. Olive Ibis conservation 

awareness meetings were held, brochures and posters were distributed in seven Boki 

communities we visited to increase awareness on Olive Ibis conservation and identification of 

nesting sites. 

 

Project members 

1. Mbeson Emmanuel Bessong (project team leader) Mbeson completed his first degree in 

Environmental education at University of Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria. In 2008. 

Mbeson is the director of Boki Birds Foundation. As team leader of the Olive Ibis Habitat 

Survey Project, he was responsible for the overall coordination of the project, organising and 

supervising research trips, liaising with all stake holders to enhance smooth running of the 

project. I was in charge of logistics and overall welfare of team members. 

2. Matthew Achari (team member/ Olive Ibis site leader at Abo Ebam community) 

Matthew completed his first degree in Environmental education at University of Calabar, Cross 

River State, Nigeria in 2011. He works as a volunteered Ranger with Boki Birds Foundation at 

Abo Ebam community. Matthew also is the education officer who educates visiting tourists 

while taking them round the Picathartes sanctuary. He led the preliminary survey for this Project. 
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BACKGROUND AND JUSTIFICATION 

The Olive Ibis (Bostrychia olivacea) is a species of bird in the family of Threskiornithiae, 

“Ibises”. It has relatively long, coral red bill. The adult is dark brown with loose head crest and 

bare blackish-blue face. The upper parts blackish-brown gloss bronze-green. While the wing 

covert is metallic copper and purple-blue. The under parts are dark brown.  Legs greenish to dark 

reddish, not projecting beyond the tail while in flight. Olive Ibises is currently classified as Least 

Concern under the IUCN/Birdlife threat criteria and listed in appendix I of CITES. It is endemic 

to the tropical rain forests of Africa. During this survey, we have received reports of Olive Ibis 

been killed by hunters not knowing what they have shot until identified by elders when it is 

brought to the village. We also discovered that most of their nests are being cut down by 

fishermen who go to these small streams to catch fishes at night, since their nests are low. 

Folklore: The believe in Boki Community about Olive Ibis 

In Boki community, the Olive Ibis native name is ‘kekpangwo’ 

The sight of this bird is a bad omen for the seer. Olive Ibis is regarded as an evil bird. 

Whenever they fly across the village, especially older people will be cursing and swearing all 

kinds of juju against it. 

Olive Ibis is also known as an evil messenger with bad news of death. 

Observation shows that whenever an Olive Ibis passes, somebody will die and it does happen. 

Others believed that Olive Ibis is possessed by witches and wizards, that’s why it moves very 

early in the morning and very late at evening with its ugly cry of bad luck. 

When a hunter is going for hunting expedition very early in the morning and happen to come 

across or hear the sound of Olive Ibis, the hunter will immediately return home. For he believes 

it’s a sign of danger in front. 

A certain woman interviewed about Olive Ibis had this to say: “My people, those stupid birds are 

very scarce” 

- are you not afraid of them?  “The birds are evil, what do you want them for? When we women 

go for collecting salad in the bush, any time we hear them we immediately return home.”  

- Why mama? “You ask as if you are not from Boki, do you hunt them in your village. 

That bird cried in one of the salad adventures and one of the woman’s husband died in the village 

and from that day I have a strong dislike for the Olive Ibis.” 

- But hunters do kill it? “Yes, but only wicked hunters kill and eat Olive Ibis. They say it has a 

very tasteful meat.” 

- Have you seen it physically? “Yes several times usually along streams.” 

- Can you describe it? 

“It has an ugly head with a long curve beak and colorful wings like that of a sunbird.” 
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Description and habits 

Voice: Olive Ibis always uttered in flight and repeated a loud (cry) resonant HAH-hah usually 

with a stress on first syllable. Habits: Olive Ibis move in pairs or small groups of about 4 to 6 

individuals along streams and rivers in low land forest and mangroves. Olive Ibis are rarely seen 

most often flying high above forest at dawn and at dusk making a high pitch cry. Status and 

Distribution: Olive Ibis are rare and little known forest resident, endemic and found in 

Cameroon, Republic of the Congo, Ivory Coast, Ghana, Kenya and Nigeria.  

Bostrychia is a genus of 5 species of ibises in the Threskiornithidae family, found in Africacan 

countries.  

� Wattled Ibis (Bostrychia carunculata) 

� Hadada Ibis (Bostrychia hagedash) 

� Sported-breasted Ibis (Bostrychia rara) 

� Dwarf Olive Ibis (Bostrychia bocagei) 

With this immense funding, encouragement, support and collaborations, the project is aimed at 

making information available on current status of Olive Ibis to be utilized as an indicator of the 

forest in Cross River State, Nigeria. To avail the opportunity to establish the survey team thereby 

enhancing a positive long term conservation in the Boki Community forest to avoid extinction of 

Olive Ibis. 

 

Objectives 

� Assessment of human impact on the Olive Ibis species and its habitat since 1999. 

� Identify at least one Olive Ibis breeding site that may be further developed for eco-

tourism. 

� Improve the level of conservation awareness among local communities and how to live 

in harmony with these species. 

� Develop capacity of team members, Boki Birds Foundation rangers and the local people 

(hunters) involved in the project. 

 

Description of project site 

The project site is located at Boki Local Government Area, specifically at Abo Ebam, Danari, 

Biajua and Okwangwo communities in Cross River State, south-eastern Nigeria. The forests of 

Cross River are contiguous with those of south-west province of the Republic of Cameroon and 

represent the western extension of the Cameroon Highlands into south-east Nigeria. The habitat 

is lowland rainforest and forms part of the hygrophilous coastal evergreen rainforest which 

occurs along the Gulf of Biafra. The survey was done along forest in a general area of 
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approximately 3,000 km² including but not limited to NCF Picathartes Sanctuary, Afi River 

Forest Reserve (Abo Ebam), parts of Cross River National Park, Danari and Biajua community 

forests (Fig. 1). 

.  

Figure 1. Map of surveyed area 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The search to identify Olive Ibis habitats in were carried out from 24th November, 2014 to the 

20th of September, 2015. Within this period, our team visited six communities, out of which two 

major sites were identified; one at Abo Ebam with five nests while the other at Biajua 

community with two nests. In every community, permission to enter the forest was obtained 

from community leaders while village hunters with good knowledge of the forest were 

interviewed for information on existing Olive Ibis sites.  

A poster with a picture of the Olive Ibis was used in the interview to ensure the interviewers 

actually could identify the Olive Ibis. Unfortunately, majority of the interviewed population do 

not know where the Olive Ibis make their nest. Only few hunters explained how they have shot 

Olive Ibises at night while the birds were sleeping in their nest situated along streams.  
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Apart from interviews we also carried out extensive searches along potential streams and 

swampy areas for Olive Ibis breeding sites. 

We also visited some of the areas villagers reported to have been hearing Olive Ibises calling 

when they went for hunting expeditions. In protected areas like that of Okwangwo axis, 

information on existing and possible Olive Ibis sites was gotten from park rangers and village 

hunters who had an excellent knowledge of the forest. 

Within each site, all nests seen were counted and categorized as; 

ACTIVE (nests showing evidence of on-going or potential breeding though without eggs, chicks 

but fresh leaves and nest linings). 

INACTIVE (nest without any sign of ongoing or potential breeding activity). 

UNDER CONSTRUCTION (incomplete nests with fresh leaves). 

DILAPIDATED (when part of or the entire nest is looking unutilized).  

 

A thorough inspection of all nests was carried out and the only evidence of their presence which 

was their droppings and fresh leaves in the nest was recorded. Nest inspection was done by in-

directly looking into the nest using a piece mirror fixed in to a long stick lifted close to the 

nest.(for nests that where less than. 

 

 Conservation Education 

We aimed our education program at communities with possible information about Olive Ibis 

presence in their forest. We achieved this through community meetings at seven communities at 

village squares and chiefs’ palaces with a cross section of village hunters and different interested 

groups in the village. Posters with conservation messages on the Olive Ibis were distributed 

during community meetings and during house to house conservation visits. For awareness sake, 

some posters were posted in centralized public areas like town hall, primary and secondary 

schools, churches etc. where most of the villagers can access them easily. 

 

Team Training 

Training of team members on how to identify Olive Ibis nests and hands-on training of local 

guides / hunters, rangers/eco-guards on basic Olive Ibis survey techniques was done as they 

worked with team members during fieldwork at Abo Ebam and Biajua communities respectively. 
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Results and Output 

Objective 1: Assessment of human impact on the species and its habitat since 1999 

It is difficult to ascertain the anthropogenic disturbance on the Olive Ibis breeding sites hence 

none has ever been located for the past one hundred years. 

During our interview and awareness creation period in six of the communities we visited, we 

came to understand that most hunters have killed Olive Ibises while hunting along streams and 

river banks. Olive Ibis chick were removed from nest and brought home by young hunters to be 

identified by elderly ones, the type of bird it is. 

Objective 2: Identify at least one Olive Ibis breeding site that may be further developed for eco-

tourism. 

We documented five nests of Olive Ibises at Nwan Nkem stream at Abo Ebam community, two 

nests at Biajua village while in other communities Olive Ibis nesting sites is yet to be located, 

though there is evidence of their presence.  

 

Table 1. Olive Ibis nesting sites recorded. 

S/N Village Site name No. Of nest No. Of 

active 

nest 

Sign of 

Olive Ibis 

presence 

Nest with 

eggs 

Nest with chicks 

1 Abo Ebam Nwan 

Nkem 

5 4  0 0 

2 Biajua Ashi 

Akpare 

2 2  0 0 

3 Danari Esem Okorn 2 0 heard 0 0 

4 Okwangwo Keche 2 2 heard 0 0 

 

Objective 3: Improve the level of conservation awareness among local communities and how to 

live in harmony with these species. 

From our investigation twelve hunters have shot and killed 22 Olive Ibises from 2006 – 2014 in 

four communities within Boki Local Government Area of Cross River State. 

1,000 Olive Ibis posters with conservation education messages were printed and distributed to 

820 persons in all the 6 communities we visited and beyond.  Some posters were strategically 

placed and were targeted to reach an even wider audience of over 17,000 people living in these 

communities and beyond.  

 



8 

 

Objective 4: Identify at least one site that may be further developed for eco-tourism 

The Olive Ibis site with 5 Nests with evidence of presence is located at Abo Ebam community. 

The site is at Nwan Nkem stream about 4 kilometers from the village to the stream. This site can 

be accessed by motorbikes. Considering its location and accessibility, it stands out to be the best 

site to be developed as eco-tourism site. 

Objective 5: Develop capacity of team members, Boki Birds Foundation rangers, and local 

people (hunters) involved in the Olive Ibis survey. 

Team training was done by one of our female Rangers, Ms Joy Mbeson, who had attended 

training organized by the senior scientist Prof. Ulf Ottosson, from the A.P. Leventis 

Ornithological Research Institute, and this added greatly to team experience during the survey.  

The tracking Cameras obtained from Prof. Ola Olsson, of Lund University Sweden, was of great 

importance in monitoring the activities of the Olive Ibises. 

A total of 18 hunters (6 from each of 3 villages) was trained by Boki Birds Foundation Rangers, 

they all gained skills and demonstrate capability to carry-on with Olive Ibises surveying and 

monitoring of their nesting sites and have since been involved actively with fieldwork. 

          

PROJECT ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACTS 

This project has most importantly contributed in providing useful information in this regard for 

the Olive Ibis conservation as proposed in objective1. From this survey, we have not been able 

yet to provide an estimate of the breeding population of Olive Ibis in the surveyed area.  

The presence of Olive Ibis in Boki forests is seen by many in flight especially when it flies 

across the villages at dawn and at dusk. Also from the hunters who confessed to have killed 

Olive Ibis and others heard their sound at bush camps, signifies presence.  

Only at one of the two sites where we found nest, Abo Ebam, some anthropogenic disturbance 

may have occurred since a banana farm was located at the bank of the stream at a distance of 

about one kilometer to the nest. 

One Olive Ibis was seen by one of our visiting Ecologists, Mr. Michael Tholin, as he went to 

take his bath at a close by stream opposite Eco-lodge at Abo Ebam community.  
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PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED AND POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

 

• Lack of awareness 

Olive Ibis is not well known by many local people in Boki communities, especially the young 

hunters. But they can identify the sound of the bird. Because of this it took us time to describe 

the bird to their understanding. Good enough we have the Olive Ibis picture on the posters and 

this help solve the identification problem. 

• Habitat location / identification 

In all the six villages we went to, only 9 hunters who had shot it accidentally for other birds, 

testified they saw them along streams, else none knew where they nest or breed their young ones. 

The hunters now were our only lead to their habitats. Some have forgotten where they actually 

killed them, and as such it becomes very hard to start our survey.  

• Stigmatization in Olive Ibises 

Olive Ibises is regarded as an evil and dangerous bird notably among the Boki people, and as 

such they pay little or no attention to us. But what surprises us is that all those who killed Olive 

Ibis end up eating it all up. 

• Limited budget 

Involving the local hunters in the Olive Ibis survey was a challenge as most of them were 

expecting a high pay for their services with regards to long distant trekking in the forest. This 

lead to the reduction of the estimated number of hunters earlier intended to use in the survey.                                               

 

LESSONS LEARNT 

• Awareness creation especially among the local people is important in carrying out any project 

to ensure success. 

• Relying on local hunters and farmers for information such as Olive Ibis habitats is inapt as our 

experience shows that majority of the people had not come in contact with these birds, 

inasmuch as seeing them handy physically. When we seek the consent of traditional bodies in 

carrying out any project, we win the confidence and support of the community people. 

• The local people now know Olive Ibises make their nest along streams and are conscious of 

this fact while moving in the forest. 

• When we involve local communities in the project planning and implementation is critical for 

its success. 

 

 IN THE FUTURE 

Having identified a key site at Abo Ebam community suitable for eco-tourism, there is a need to 

liaise with the Cross River State Government through the State’s Tourism Bureau and funding 

bodies to further develop this site not just as a community based eco-tourism site, but to ensure 

the conservation and protection of Olive Ibises. 
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APPENDIX 1: PHOTOS 

 

Photo 1: Typical Olive Ibis habitat – Ulf Ottosson 

 

Photo 2: Typical Olive Ibis habitat – Ulf Ottosson 
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Photo 3: Taking a photo of the Olive Ibis nest and egg – O. Joseph 

 

 

Photo 4: Olive Ibis nest and egg: O. Joseph 

 


