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Figure 1. Black Rhino on OWNR. (photo courtesy of Kjell Bismeyer). 

 

Dear Members 

 

Another Christmas and New Years has passed in the Olifants West Nature Reserve and as 

I write this report, I am surrounded by a sea of grass and lush woody vegetation. I often 

have to remind myself that this is a semi-arid savannah and not the Eastern Cape! The 

swarms of red-billed quelea birds are feasting on the grass seeds and sound of the 

generator drowns out the call of the golden oriole that is nesting just outside our lapa. 

 

Last quarter I reported on the results of the 2011 game-census and the usual state of the 

environment report. In this report, I have included several documents prepared by our 

research students that are conducting work on OWNR. I have not included any 

information regarding the release of the black rhino onto Balule as this information is 

very sensitive, as I am sure that you will appreciate. Just be aware that your Wardens 

team has been out every morning to monitor them and reports back daily to the appointed 

researcher on their locations and progress. All I am prepared to divulge is that the project 

was a huge success and the monitoring continues daily.  

 

We have had several good rains to date as well and our dams are looking better than this 

time last year. The grass and other woody vegetation has responded well again and every 

year we are more and more impressed with the progress of the grass layer in our reserve. 

 

 



Contributors to this report:  

Robbie Prehn ï OWGR Committee & Pondoro Lodge (Predator / Prey records and 

elephant frequencies) 

Francois van der Merwe ï Transfrontier Africa: Student (CPUT) 

Stefan Bosman ï Transfrontier Africa: Student (UNISA) 

Tim Girling ï Transfrontier Africa: Assistant Warden 

Craig Spencer ï OWNR Warden 

Molly DuVall & Shilo Felton ï Western Kentucky University 

Dr. Imogen Webster (Transfrontier Africa) 

 

Volunteer assistance from:  

1. AVIVA (RSA)  

2. Transfrontier Africa (UK) 

3. Afreco Tours (UK) 

4. Pennies for Elies (UK) 

5. Ndlovu West (USA) 

 

General: 

 

¶ We have concluded a list of research priorities in collaboration with the other 

components of the APNR, SANParks and the universities that we support. 

Students are currently being solicited to tackle these topics in the coming years. 

 
Figure 2. John Slabbert (Indlovu West) assisting with the Black Rhino monitoring 

on OWNR on Christmas day. 



Invasive Alien vegetation: 

 

We have recently discovered a new alien invader on OWNR ï the Harissia cactus! This is 

an aggressive invader that was introduced from Argentina. It is the first time that this has 

been found in the reserve and was clumped on Impalabos West.  

 

 
 

Figure 3. A map of the reserve displaying the prickly pears after a brief survey. 

Rome 1 ï 4 still have not been surveyed yet. 

 

The above figure indicates an infestation of over 440plants. The density of P.Pears is still 

of huge concern as the more we look, the more we find! 

 

 

Figure 4. The Harissia cactus. 

This cactus was introduced 

from Argentina. We found 

that the same treatment 

method that we employed for 

the prickly pears was 

effective. Please keep your 

eyes open for this species ï 

easily identified by the red 

fruit.  



 Our efforts to clear alien vegetation has been hampered by the weather as we cannot 

spray our herbicides during the wind and rain and must ensure that the herbicide has 24 

hours to become absorbed before the next rain.  

 

  

Figures 5 & 6. Students interns Chrissy Eland (UK) and Bruno Krasnoskovos 

(Latvia) documenting and treating Prickly Pears on Cambridge 3. 

 

Olifants West Research House 

Western Kentucky University: Molly DuVall and Shilo Felton 

 

Western Kentucky University graduate students Shilo Felton and Molly DuVall 

continued living in the Balule Research House on Olifants West during the months of 

October, November, and December.   They continued exploring the behavioural 

responses of wild ungulates and baboon to a mechanical scarecrow. Research was 

conducted at game and agricultural farms in the surrounding Hoedspruit area, and some 

research on baboons was attempted at Paradise Camp and Ukhosi within Balule PNR.   

Shiloôs work on baboons focused on the behavioural responses of raiding troupes and 

individuals to biologically significant fear inducing stimuli.  She spent a total of 24 hours 

working on Ukhosi during October and 30 hours at Paradise Camp over November and 

December. Craig Spencer provided a land rover vehicle for transportation within the 

reserve. After many attempts to capture behavioural data of baboons in person at both 

Ukhosi and Paradise Camp as well as at Garden of Eden banana farm, Shilo found that 

she herself seems to be a very effective baboon repellent (even when hidden behind a 

blind).  So attempts to capture baboon on video camera were halted and replaced with 

remote observations using Tasco wildlife camera traps.   

The camera trap placed at Garden of Eden farm captured baboon in the banana farm a 

total of 6 days during the month of November.  Five of these days were when the 

scarecrow was either not present or present but inactive.  Baboons were caught on camera 

only one day out of the 18 days that the scarecrow was active.  The scarecrow placed at 

Garden of Eden to target baboons was activated at the end of October and, following 

some repairs during the first few days of November, remained active from November 5-

21 with leopard urine and biologically significant fear inducing animal vocalizations.   

Vocalizations played at this site were aggressive leopard, lion, and hyena as well as 

baboon bark and buffalo calf distress call.  The scarecrow did seem to have an affect on 

the baboon troupe, as they were only once captured on the camera trap during the time 

that the scarecrow was activated (Figure 1).  However, according to Garden of Edenôs 



farm manager and Shiloôs observations while on the farm the troupe continued to access 

the banana groves from just down the fence-line.  Preliminary analysis suggests that the 

baboons are bothered enough by the scarecrows presence to change their entrance routes 

into the bananas.  However, further research is needed to determine if an active scarecrow 

would be enough to keep the troupe out of the bananas if they had no alternative entrance 

away from the scarecrows. 

Also in November, Shilo began conducting trials targeting baboons with the scarecrow at 

a maize farm, Fleur de Lys.  Since the maize from this farm has been harvested for the 

season, the electric fences surrounding the crops are off, the farm hands are no longer 

present, and the baboons are allowed to access the fields throughout the day.  Two groups 

of baboons appear to access the field for the leftover maize:  one coming from the 

southeast, east of the damn, and the other coming from across the highway to the north. 

Both troupes are willing to access the fields even when Shilo is present.  She conducted 

several days of video observations of the northern troupe with and without an inactive 

scarecrow.  Baboons never entered the field when an active scarecrow was present. 

Shilo installed a camera trap and scarecrow at Paradise Camp in December.  However, 

some technical difficulties with both the scarecrow and camera prevented her from 

collecting any data on the baboons raiding this site.  

 

Mollyôs researché 

Molly departed Balule PNR for the United States on 15 December.  She will be returning 

with other students from Western Kentucky University in the winter.  Shilo will be 

leaving the country on 13 January 2012.   

 

 
Figure 7.  Presence of Chacma baboons related to presence of scarecrow:  This graph shows the 
percentage of days over intervals of 6 (or 5 days in the last interval) that baboons were seen on the 
camera trap at EDEN2 on Garden of Eden.  Note that this does not depict whether or not baboons were 
present on Garden of Eden or near EDEN2, just whether or not they were caught on the camera trap. 

 



 
Figure 8.  Map of Fleur de Lys northern maize field:  Most observations are conducted from FLEURCENTR 
with the scarecrow placed at FLEUR4 when it is being used.  The northern baboon troupe typically enters 
the field between the 23NOV_0858 waypoint and FLEUR4.  They then move in a southern direction along 
the western fence line. 

Anti -Poaching: Tim Girling (Assistant Warden) 

 

Our Anti-poaching team has been on the job as usual and has removed 17 snares and a 

bird-trap in the past 3 months (this reporting period).  

 

Significant other poaching activities included a female kudu with a wire snare on her 

neck ï this animal was reported by the rangers of Naledi Lodge and tracked for several 

days whilst we waited for a veterinarian to assist. 

The bird-trap was removed after it was reported by the owners on Impalabos West. Staff 

compound searched and staff chastised with warning. 

  

SNARING ACTIVITY ï CAMBRIDGE 2 / 3 

19 December 2011 (EXTRACT FROM REPORT SENT TO LANDOWNERS AND 

MANAGERS) 

Following the report from Naledi Lodge staff  of the snared kudu in the vicinity of Ingwe 

walk on Cambridge 2 and 3, we conducted an anti-poaching patrol in the area. Our 

trackers discovered 16 wire snares that were set primarily in and amongst Grewia spp. 

Bushes near to the recently constructed dam on Cambridge 2. 

The snares have been recently placed as where they are anchored onto the plants, the 

wounds on the bark is still fresh. 



Furthermore, a piece of shade-cloth was discovered hidden in the bushes with fresh 

blood, hairs and rumen contents from what could be an impala. 

There appears to have been recent road clearing activity in the area and construction on 

the dam referred to as Svens waterhole.  

 
Figure 9. The location of the snares discovered today. Note proximity to the 

waterhole and roads. 

 

The bulk dispersal of the snares is consistent with contract workers who have a small 

window of opportunity to harvest bush-meat and animal products. Longer-term 

employees or those working permanently seem to have more fineness and use less snares 

in well-placed locations. 

 



Figure 10. The snares and shade-cloth. Note all snares are of the same galvanised 

wire and the shade-cloth has fresh blood, hairs and rumen contents of what appears 

to be impala. 

  
Figures 11 & 12. Trackers and anti-poaching team with confiscated snares on 

display. 

 

Our team will be operating in the area for the next few days in order to fine-comb the 

bush for more signs of illegal activities.  

Please let me know if you have any insight into who might be responsible for this. The 

contract workers currently on the property are prime-suspects and I would suggest that 

we investigate their accommodations ASAP. 

Thanks for your co-operation and let me know if you have any thoughts. 

 

On reporting this matter to the land-owners and managers of these properties, we 

received immediate support and offers of assistance. The property was swept from North 

to south over the next few days and no further signs of poaching were found.  

 

STATE OF THE ENVIRONMENT:  

 

Elephants: Amy Clark (Transfrontier Africa: Data entry and co-ordinator). Bruno 

Krasnoscokovs (StE intern) 

 

We have made an effort to compare elephant visitations into OWNR with the annual 

rainfall in an attempt to explain the fluctuations throughout the year. 

 

Figure 13. A young bull 

elephant testing his 

strength in OWNR.  
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Figure 14. Elephant visitations into OWNR in relation to rainfall since 2008. 

 

Figure 12 seems to indicate that the more rainfall we enjoy, the higher the number of 

elephants or frequency of sightings in the area. This is probably as a result of the response 

of the vegetation. 

 

This trend has persisted since we started gathering this data, but this year we can see that 

amount of rain increased, but elephant sighting frequency did not follow the same 

predictable trend. This could be explained by the fact that the temporary rhino fence was 

erected in the East of Balule Nature Reserve. Collared elephants which were monitored 

indicated the tendency of feeding on vegetation in the East of the reserve just before rhino 

fence was erected.  Therefore by the time the vegetation had responded to the summer 

rains, the elephants were isolated in the east by this fence. 

 

Figure 13 shows that the sightings of bachelor herds has increased after a major dip in the 

frequencies after the fence was erected. This is as a result of a small group of bulls that 

were ñtrappedò inside the fenced area and were sought out on a daily basis by the lodge 

rangers ï therefore re-sightings of the same elephants.  

 

Recently, a breeding herd broke through the fence and headed west into OWNR and 

furthermore, Shoshangan also broke through the fence on the night of the 11
th
 January 

2012. 



 
Figure 15. Rainfall in relation to the frequency of elephant herd demographics that 

visit OWNR since 2008. 

 

Note the strong correlation between the rainfall patterns and the elephant migrations into 

OWNR. There is also a distinct lag between the rain and the visitations of elephants and 

this is attributed to the time for vegetation to respond as well as travel time of elephants 

from the east. 
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Figure 16. The elephant dynamics that visit OWNR ï note the lack of animals after 

October.  



 

Veldt condition: (Webster, I & Spencer, C.) 

 

During this quarter, we conduct our grass phytomass surveys (above-ground biomass or 

standing crop biomass). This is tedious work and requires many days in the field, cutting 

grass samples in many plots on transects. Then these are dried over time and weighed 

until all moisture is removed. The moisture content is also of value.  

We conduct these surveys at the end of winter as this will provide an indication of the 

ecological carrying capacity at the worst case scenario. It would be foolish to do this only 

in the times of plenty. The results are displayed below: 

 

Table 1. The comparative grass biomass recorded in OWNR for the past two years ï 

measured in kg per hectare. 

 

River 
Lodge 

Impalabos 
East 

Impalabos 
West 

Cambridge 
5 & 6 

Rome 4 
& 8 

year 
2009 56.43 242 192.8 62.43 390 

year 
2010 206.88 612 973.2 572.67 1309.28 

year 
2011 850 1392.5 1648.5 855 1562.4 

 

Note that the Pondoro transect was included in the Rome 4 & 8 transect again. Be that as 

it may, there has been a steady overall increase in biomass since surveys started in 2009. 

This has been attributed overall to an improved rainfall over the past three years and on a 

smaller scale, the lack of permanent water for the past two years on Impalabos West and 

the fact that the dams on OWNR did not hold water in winter 2011, might have allowed 

the grass to convalesce in the absence of grazers. 

 

  
Figure 17. The impressive increase of accumulated moribund in since 2009. 

 



Should the accumulation of moribund (phytomass) reach over 2000kg per ha for the 

region, we could expect to endure bush-fires which would be of potential ecological 

value. Until such time, however, fires are not desirable.  

 

 
Figure 18. The survey areas and their contributions to phytomass on OWNR. 

 

Impalabos and Rome still harbour the most moribund and fuel for fires in the OWNR and 

as mentioned before, this is attributed to both favourable climatic conditions as well as 

water-provision. 

 
Figure 19. This graph shows the relationship between rainfall and phytomass at the 

end of winter. 

 

The bottom line is that we cannot take credit for the inprovement of the grass stratum as it 

is at the whim of the rainfall patterns.  

 



Table 2. The dray and wet values for the grass samples in each area as well as the 

moisture content. 

  wet dry diff 
% 
moisture 

River 
Lodge 7408 6800 608 8.21 

Impalabos  12364 11634 730 5.90 

Cam. 5 & 
6 6344 5985 359 5.66 

Rome  8525 7812 713 8.36 
  

Note that grass has the ability to absorb atmospheric moisture and therefore, even when 

dead or dormant, it has a value to grazers. The amount of moisture in the vegetation 

relates to the amount of water that they will require for drinking in the day. IE. The 

higher the moisture in the vegetation, the less dependent they are on water-holes. 

However, table 2. Shows that the moisture content is well below the water requirements 

of grazers in September, making waterholes important should we wish to have a presence 

of grazers in these areas at this time of the year. 

 

 

 

Figure 20. The different water-provision mechanisms and the associated grass 

phytomass for each area surveyed.  

 

Once again we can see that the areas such as Cambridge 5 & 6 that support large numbers 

of waterholes, will naturally support a low above-ground grass biomass as animals 

concentrate in the area. The areas that have water-holes serviced by wind-pumps (such as 

Impalabos East and West) have a healthy biomass in the grass component. We have 

deduced that the value of wind-pumped water holes are evident in a reserve such as ours 

as it allows water-holes to dry up or only produce little water during the dry winter 

months ï May to August. Then grass is potentially  under-utilised. The wind frequency is 



high from August to October and as a result, water is provided in these areas ï thereby 

opening up the winter-grazing that has been secured. 

 

Only in the months following the rains will we be able to ascertain the grazing values of 

the areas above. It will be foolish of us to say that a high biomass is better for grazing, as 

it will more than likely be as a result of unpalatable grasses. We will report on the species 

diversity and grazing potential when the grasses allow us to identify them ï IE. After the 

rains! 

 

WATER -HOLES: (Hanna Sonek ï Indlovu West) 

Waterholes are monitored every fortnight by visiting a representative sample of different 

designs in each area. IE. We have chosen dams that provide water for wallowing, cooling 

and drinking for the various needs of different animals. It is also important to ensure a 

representative sample of the water-provision methods such as solar-pumps, manual 

pumps, dams in drainages, etc. 

 

 

 

Figure 21. The winter quantity represented as a % of surface water monitored twice 

per month. 

 

The quality of the water is recorded by a subjective 5-point score. 1 = poorest and 5 = 

best quality. The presence of mud and algae as well as clarity of the water is included in 

the 5-point score. 

 

Although we do monitor these dams all year round, I have only displayed the winter 

months data here as that is when the dams and waterholes are most important 

ecologically.  Large animals such as elephants, buffalo and rhino require waterholes for 

three reasons: Drinking, cooling and wallowing. Dams are assessed according to their 

usage. 



 

Figure 22. The average quantity expressed as a % of maximum capacity, for all 

waterholes monitored. 

 

Note that the concrete reservoirs of Nzuwini Dam has a high quality and quantity during 

winter months. This provides water for elephants only and they can only access this for 

drinking purposes. Therefore, although it has high quality and quantity during winter 

(when animals are under water-stress) ï only elephants can utilise this and even then, 

they can only utilise this for one reason ï Drinking. It is therefore important to see all 

waterholes in context with each-other as elephanst might utilise a variety of waterholes 

that provide different needs.  

 

Other waterholes that seem to provide good quality at a consistent quantity include 

Naledi, Leopards View, Koorts Pan (Rome 6) and Tonyôs Dam on Impalabos West. It 

appears that all regions of OWNR are well watered for drinking requrements, but there is 

a lack of wallowing potential in winter months. However, our neighbours in York have 

provided for this in the form of their impressive dams. 

 

I have divided the reserve into water-management blocks for the purposes of this survey 

and these are represented in the graphs below. The optimal distance between waterholes 

is 5km (according to literature) and as such, we can assume that we are over-saturated 

with surface water in OWNR. However, as mentioned earlier, we must see these in 

context with the water-requirements of different animals as well as the design and 

availability of water in each region. Winter-time is the most critical as animals are under 

water-stress and waterholes become ecologically significant. 

 

These graphs display the quantity as a percentage of their maximum capacity as well as 

the quality ï based on our 5-point score. Therefore the bars on the graphs must be read as 

such. 

 



 
Figure 23. The water provision during winter on Impalabos East. 

 

Once again we can see that in this area, that the wind-generated waterholes are not 

significant in winter, but the reservoirs with electric pumps provide water throughout the 

year. 

 

 
Figure 24. Average winter water provision on Cambridge 6. 

 



 
Figure 25. Average Rome 4 ï 8 water provision for winter. 

 

 
Figure 26. The average winter water-provision in other areas in the west. 

 

 
Figure 27. Another demonstration of the value of wind-pumps. 

 

Note again that the wind-pumps provide good quality water later in the winter season 

when water requirements are highest. It can be assumed that the lack of water in these 

areas during the first half of winter will allow the grass to rest until the wind starts to 

blow and pump water from July. 



 
Figure 28. A map showing the grass survey plots in relation to the various water 

provision points on the reserve. 

 

This work is done in an attempt to better understand the area-specific needs of OWNR 

and assist us in making informed management decisions. Our raw data and analysis of the 

samples is made available to the South African Environmental Observation Node as well 

as the Agricultural Research Council to increase their data-bases. 

 

Animal Sightings: Hanna Sonek (Intern: Indlovu West - USA) 

 

 The purpose of this survey is to show the frequency of each animal in each area.  

This survey gives an estimate of the potential for sightings as well as the variety of 

animals at each location.   

This survey was taken for six days in September 2011.  The days were chosen because of 

optimal conditions, in which there was no rain and little wind.  Since the survey was done 

during the end of winter, the weather was mostly dry with only occasional rain. Because 

water is still scarce during this time of year, game would still be concentrated around 

water sources.  The following information is separated into categories of grazers, 

browsers, and other types of foragers, with averages taken for each animal.  Buffalo were 

surveyed, but not included in the graphs because their movements and distributions are 

too stochastic and as such, unpredictable.   

 



 
Figure 29. Total Number of Grazers seen per area surveyed. 

 

It can be concluded from this data that all areas surveyed had less than 100 

animals.  Buffalo were surveyed at Singwe at 254. Buffalo are not included in this graph 

because the amount seen at this specific time is not a good representation of how many 

buffalo would be seen at each location .  

 Most locations had only two different grazers each time they were surveyed, with 

the exception of Rome 5, Pondoro, and Singwe.  This is not much variety compared to 

browsers and other foragers.  Waterbuck and Zebra were seen at many different locations, 

whereas Wildebeest was only seen at three locations and White Rhino at one location.  

Rome 4, Rome 8, Cambridge1, 2, 3, and 5 did not have any grazers at the surveying time.  

This could be because of the lack of resources, including water in each of these locations.  

The lack of grazers in the above locations could also be because of the time of day and/or 

year the survey was done. Cambridge 5 has a plethora of permanent waterholes that 

might have seen the grazing potential reduced at the end of winter. Singwe had a large 

herd of Waterbuck at the surveying time, and has an impressive river frontage (Olifants 

River) which is optimal habitat for this species.   

 

 
Figure 30.  Average number of each type of grazer in total for all locations. 

  

From the above graph, it can be concluded that both Zebra and Waterbuck are the grazers 

most often seen at the highest frequency for all locations.  Wildebeest as well as White 



Rhino are on average, less frequent for all locations.  However, the amount of Waterbuck 

seen at Singwe was very high compared to all the other locations, which may demonstrate 

that the Olifants River provides the optimal habitat for this species, despite the increased 

amount of permanent water on OWNR.  

 

 
Figure 31.  Number of browsers seen per area surveyed.  

The number of browsers per area surveyed is more varied than grazers per area 

surveyed.  IW, R5, R6, P, and Singwe each had three different grazers seen during 

surveying time, which is much more than seen in Figure 1.  This would imply that the 

resources for browsers are more widespread and therefore higher in availability than the 

resources for grazers.   

Some locations had only one type of browser for each survey taken.  However, 

the amount of grazers in total for those locations are high.  Only Kudu were seen at 

Cambridge 3, but they were seen in a high frequency, which could suggest that this area 

has insuffieient surface water for other browsers as kudu are independent of water. On the 

other hand, some locations, such as Rome 4, Cambridge 1, and Cambridge 5, did not 

have any browsers during any of the surveying times.  This lack of sightings might 

coincide with the small sample size taken in these areas due to access problems and lack 

of roads.  

  

 
Figure 32.  Average number of each type of browser in total for all locations. 



 

 The average amount of total browsers seen can be compared to the average 

amount of total grazers seen by looking at the high frequencies of both Kudu and Giraffe 

and the high frequencies of both Waterbuck and Zebra.   

 
Figure 33. Number of other types of foragers seen per area surveyed. 

 

 Other foragers include all other animals surveyed that had other types of foraging 

habits.  Jackals, for example, feed on other animals as well as insects and fruit.  The other 

types of foragers did not fall into specifically the grazing or browsing categories.  At 

most of the locations surveyed, at least one of these other types of foragers was seen.  

Pondoro and Cambridge 6 both had three different types of other foragers.  However, 

Cambridge 1, 2, 3, and 5 did not have any of these other types of foragers at any of the 

surveying times.  This is most likely because of a small sample size as mentioned above. 

  

 
Figure  34.  Average number of each type of forager in total for all locations. 

 From the graph above, it can be seen that of the other types of foragers, the 

Warthog was seen at a higher average than the other animals.  Since only three Jackal 


