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Introduction 
 
When visiting the Sevilla Rock Art Trail on the farm Sevilla 135 in the Cederberg 
Municipality of the West Coast District Municipality in August 2009, I was requested 
by the property owner, Mrs Haffie Strauss, to assess the damage being caused by bird 
droppings splashing onto rock paintings at Site 9. The site, situated at S. 32.07901, E. 
019.08918, and not at the co-ordinates on the permit, is a fairly large rock shelter 
facing south-west in a band of hard quartzite above the eastern bank of the 
Brandewyn River. Although it is visited by several thousand people a year on an 
unguided trail, there is no obvious damage.  
 
The back wall has intermittent panels of paintings over a distance of about 18 m but a 
major rock fall that took place after some of the paintings had been done led to the 
collapse of most of the roof (Figure 1). The roof slabs now lie piled on the floor of the 
shelter to a height of more than 2 m in places and possibly obscure a few additional 
paintings.  
 
Over the past 12 months, birds have begun perching on rock shelves at three different 
heights above painted panels in the middle of the back wall. Droppings have fallen 
from a height of about 8 m onto fallen roof slabs and have splashed from there onto 
two painted panel about 2.5 m wide in total. The paintings to the left are of two 
groups of zebra/quagga in dark red with a darker outline over the spine. The bodies 
have exaggerated shoulders and rumps that emphasise a dip in the centre of the back. 
The mouths of at least two are open and it seems that the artists wanted to depict them 
in fighting postures. To the right are three eland torsos in red. 
 
Although there was some evidence in the form of a few owl pellets that some of the 
damage might have been done by owls, rock pigeons are probably responsible for 
most of the white droppings that drip from the perches. There was no sign of nesting 
activity. Siyakha Mguni, Archaeologist at the neighbouring property of Bushman’s 
Kloof, mentioned subsequently that there has been a marked increase in the owl 
population in the area over the past few years. 
 
Rock art conservator Dr J. Claire Dean advised that the droppings on painted surfaces 
should be removed as soon as possible before they harden permanently, and a permit 
was obtained from Heritage Western Cape for this purpose. Four members of the 
Eastern Cederberg Rock Art Group (eCRAG), associated with the Western Cape 
Branch of the South African Archaeological Society, volunteered to assist, namely 
Evelyn Gates, Doreen Gowans, Ian Forbes and Lily Forbes. We met Mrs Strauss at 
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Traveller’s Rest farmhouse at 08:00 on Saturday 24 October and departed at about 
08:20 with two farm workers, Randall and Henry, who led the way in a truck with an 
extension ladder along the Daisy track. We parked the vehicles and followed the 
marked trail where it crossed the Brandewyn River and led to Site 9. We arrived there 
at about 08:45 and Randall and Henry left at about 09:45 to return to the farm with the 
ladder. The rest of the party worked at the site until 16:00. 
 
 
Methods 
 
Deterrents to birds 
 
Initially I intended to fill up the rock shelves with stones to prevent the birds from 
resting there. However, once Randall and Henry had assessed the situation with the 
help of the extension ladder, and Evelyn had viewed the perches from the top of the 
rock outcrop, it was evident that it would be difficult to pack stones there firmly. If 
the stones were disturbed in any way, either by birds, other animals or the wind, they 
could fall onto visitors and cause injury. We therefore decided to jam dried branches 
into the cracks at the back of the shelves as a temporary measure to give time to 
monitor their effectiveness and research the design and availability of ‘pigeon spikes’ 
and suitable epoxy adhesives to fix the spikes onto the shelves in order to deter birds 
from perching there. If the branches alone persuade the birds to perch somewhere else 
it will not be necessary to install spikes (see Figures 2-4). 
 
Removal of droppings 
 
We began by testing a few flat surfaces where droppings had fallen away from 
painted panels to see what methods worked best. This strategy also enabled the 
volunteers to become familiar with the technique. Using wooden toothpicks tipped 
with small pieces of cotton wool dampened with distilled water, we found that it was 
possible to remove droppings by moistening them and rolling the damp cotton wool 
gently over the surface to lift the droppings off the rock. Where the rock surface was 
weathered to sandstone rather than a smoother quartzite, it was more difficult to 
detach the droppings cleanly. Larger cotton wool swabs on sosatie sticks or 
chopsticks were used successfully where the droppings had accumulated in a thicker 
layer. If too much water was applied, a white stain was left behind. 
 
In two places during the testing phase we noticed that a greenish stain remained on 
the horizontal rock surface after the white residue had been removed. It was not clear 
whether this resulted from something the birds had eaten, or whether the dropping had 
been colonised later by algal growth. Nothing similar was encountered when we 
worked on vertical surfaces onto which the droppings had splashed.  On some of the 
splashes on the vertical surface there were small black particles which we assumed 
were partly digested seeds eaten by the birds. 
 
Next, after photographing the painted panel, we began by removing the droppings 
surrounding the rock paintings, and finally treated the painted surfaces. At no stage 
did the method remove or loosen pigment from the paintings. The most difficult task 
was trying to remove a thick layer of droppings on the lower right hand side of the 
affected panel and below the four eland torsos as it was awkward to manoeuvre in the 
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confined space. We therefore left some residue in this area as it was not on top of 
paintings (see Figures 5-10). 
 
As the purpose of the exercise was to conserve the paintings, we did not attempt to 
remove the bulk of the bird droppings that ran down unpainted vertical surfaces or 
accumulated on horizontal ones. We tested a small area above the painted panel and 
decided that it not worth continuing as it smudged rather than removed the droppings. 
 
Deflection of droppings 
 
After removing as much of the residue as possible from the painted panel, we placed 
green leafy branches in cracks in the horizontal rock fall in front of the panel, taking 
care that the leaves did not touch the paintings (Figure 11). The intention was to 
create a soft surface for droppings to fall onto so that if birds returned to the perches 
above, the droppings would not continue to hit the rock below with such force and 
splash onto the paintings (see Figure 12 for the position of these features).  
 
 
Monitoring and further action 
 
An essential stage is the monitoring of bird activity at the site. Randall and Henry will 
visit weekly and report any change. They will also replace branches if necessary. If 
warranted, we will purchase a small length of ‘pigeon spikes’ and a suitable quantity 
of epoxy adhesive for placement on a shelf above the painted surfaces to test the 
visual impact and whether or not it will be effective in deterring birds. Further action 
will only be taken if the tests suggest that the methods will work and will be 
reversible if necessary. 
 
To the right of the area affected by bird droppings there is an area with thin red lines 
drawn with ochre that might be the remains of alphabetical letters (Figure 13) but they 
are too broken up to be certain. 
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Figure 1. Sevilla 9 from the western bank of the Brandewyn River. Note the lighter 
surface of the back wall (marked at top with arrow) that has been exposed as the result 
of a major rock fall. 
 
 

 
Figure 2. The top two of the three perches showing extent of droppings. Evelyn can 
be seen at top left looking down from the top of the cliff. 
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Figure 3. The lowest of the perches showing dry branches inserted to deter birds. 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Bird droppings on top of fallen roof blocks that have splashed onto the 
painted panel at left. 
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Figure 5. Right hand side of painted panel before removal of splashed bird droppings. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Right hand side of painted panel after removal of bird droppings. The dark 
mark at lower right is a damp patch that had not yet dried when the photograph was 
taken. 
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Figure 7. Central section of painted panel before removal of splashed droppings. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 8. Central section of painted panel after removal of splashed droppings. 
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Figure 9. Left hand side of painted panel before removal of droppings. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 10. Left hand side of painted panel before removal of droppings. 
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Figure 11. Dry branches inserted to deter birds from perching (top) and leafy branches 
inserted to prevent droppings from splashing onto the painted panel (below). 
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Figure 12. Team members working on the painted panel. 
 

 
 
Figure 13. Paintings not affected by bird droppings, but might include red graffiti to 
the right. 
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