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overview
This national inventory consists of an introduction, provincial 
maps showing the locations of each IBA, and a series of detailed 
site accounts (site inventories). It concludes with a list of acro-
nyms used in the site accounts and a complete list of references.

1. IntroductIon 
The introduction includes ornithological importance and conser-
vation infrastructure in South Africa. It introduces the interna-
tional and national IBA programmes, outlines their significance 
and explains the concept and value of IBAs. It also provides back-
ground to the South African IBA network and this publication. 

2. sIte seLectIon
This section describes the criteria that a site must meet to 
qualify as an IBA and lists the IBA trigger species that qualify 
under each criterion. It also explains additional selection con-
siderations that take into account to what extent a site rep-
resents habitats and how it functions ecologically, as well as 
social landscapes and management practices.

3. sIte Inventory
table of sites  
This table includes the site names and IBA code for South Af-
rica. The IBA criteria under which the site qualifies, together 
with its identifiers (A1, A2, A3, A4, C1 and C4), are also listed. 
A short explanatory key precedes the table. Many of the sites 
in this book support other biodiversity and are thus impor-
tant for reasons additional to the justification given in the 
table of sites. Information about non-avian species that are 
nevertheless significant is not presented here, but a section in 
the IBA webpages entitled ‘Other biodiversity’ will be updated 
as new data become available.

4. map
A map of each province in South Africa at the beginning of 
each provincial chapter shows the location of all the IBAs in 
that province. Hyperlinks that direct readers to the respective 
IBA webpages are included.

5. sIte accounts
The title block comprises the IBA’s name; its status as a Global 
or Sub-regional IBA with the appropriate qualifying criteria; the 
province in which it occurs; its size in hectares; and its protec-
tion status (Fully Protected, Partially Protected or Unprotected). 
The size of the IBA was determined using GIS. The Africa Albers 
Equal Area Conic co-ordinate projection was used to make the 
calculations. These numbers may differ from published sizes for 
properties where other methods were used. A map is included. 
The site is then described under the following headings:

Site description  
Provides details of location, topographical features, edaphic 
factors, habitat and dominant vegetation types.

Birds  
A summary of the ornithological importance of each site is pro-
vided. Mention is made of significant species or populations that 

occur at the site, or were not considered under the IBA criteria 
as trigger species. English and scientific names are given in the 
text so that both southern African and global users of the direc-
tory know exactly which species are under discussion.

iBA trigger species  
This section provides information about the key species – also 
known as the IBA trigger species – for which the site qualifies as 
an IBA. The species are listed under the specific IBA criterion 
for which they qualify, such as globally threatened or biome-
restricted. If a species qualifies under more than one criterion, it 
is listed only once under the more significant criterion, such as 
threat status rather than endemism. 

Population numbers for IBA trigger species are provided 
only if recent figures were available and could be regarded 
with a high level of confidence. They are given in brackets be-
hind the species’ names. Otherwise only the species’ presence 
is reported. When a species is listed as an IBA trigger species, 
it can be assumed that there is enough evidence to suggest 
that it occurs at the IBA in ‘significant’ numbers.

Species data were obtained from monitoring projects such 
as the Southern African Bird Atlas Project 2 (SABAP2), the 
Co-ordinated Water Bird Counts (CWAC), the Birds in Re-
serves Project (BIRP) and/or species-specific surveys.

other biodiversity  
Other important animal and plant species known to occur at the 
site are not mentioned in these site accounts as was the case in 
the 1998 directory. However, they will be updated and listed on 
the IBA webpage accounts at www.birdlife.org.za.

conservation issues
Threats: Widespread threats that affect species and habitat 
conservation at multiple sites are repeated in each site ac-
count. Each account is able to stand alone, presenting all the 
issues directly relevant to its conservation.
 
Conservation action: Mention is made of the site’s main land 
use(s), ownership and/or the management authority respon-
sible for it, as well as its level of protection, management plan-
ning and management implementation. 

related websites
Any webpages relating to the IBA or providing additional in-
formation about it are listed. 

Further reading
The most important site-specific references have been listed 
in abbreviated form at the end of each account. These include 
references used for each site account in the 1998 directory. 
Any published data that have been used in the data presenta-
tion section are also listed. A list of references is provided at 
the end of this directory.

Site accounts will be updated on the IBA webpages (www.bird
life.org.za/conservation/important-bird-areas/iba-directory) 
as more data become available.

foreword

South Africa has a rich diversity of plants and animals, many of which occur in three 
globally recognised biodiversity hotspots, namely the Cape Floral Kingdom, the Suc-
culent Karoo and the Maputaland–Pondoland–Albany hotspots. 

A remarkable 846 bird species occur in South Africa, ranging from the endemic and fairly 
nondescript Botha’s Lark in the grasslands to the charismatic and now endangered African 
Penguin along our coastline.

The ecological role of birds is well known; they are pollinators of plants and predators of 
rodents. They are also sentinels, the proverbial ‘canaries in the coal mine’, which provide 
an early warning for problems in the environment. Birds also have enormous ecotourism 
value, as birdwatching is one of the world’s largest niche tourism markets. Avitourism, as 
birdwatching is known, results in significant economic benefits for communities and for 
countries.

BirdLife South Africa, as our country’s only dedicated bird conservation organisation, is 
at the forefront of conserving our birds and their habitats. It is one of more than 120 mem-
bers of a successful international bird conservation alliance, and BirdLife South Africa takes 
guidance from BirdLife International when shaping its important conservation work.

One of BirdLife’s nine programmes is the Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBA) 
Programme, and a network of more than 12 000 sites have been identified around the world. 
These sites, for example, hold populations of range-restricted species, such as the localised 
Red Lark, or ‘congregatory’ species, such as the hundreds of pairs of breeding Cape Vultures 
on a large cliff-face.

The conservation of South Africa’s birds is largely dependent on the protection of our 112 
IBAs. BirdLife South Africa’s IBA Programme, one of its most important and successful 
conservation activities, is undertaken in close collaboration with a range of partners. These 
include landowners, Local Conservation Groups, provincial conservation departments and 
national government, as well as the South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI).

It is important to note that these IBAs not only support populations of birds, but also have 
other functions. They provide a number of ecosystem services, such as the provisioning of 
clean water, and therefore benefit people as well. As birds are often useful indicators of other 
biodiversity, IBAs support other unique biodiversity too. The network of IBAs also provides 
much-needed resilience against a rapidly changing climate.

This directory is a significant achievement, a revision of the milestone document that was 
produced in 1998. The revised directory takes into account recent knowledge of South Af-
rica’s birds, including that collected by citizen scientists in the Southern African Bird Atlas 
Project 2 – a collaboration between the Animal Demography Unit of the University of Cape 
Town, BirdLife South Africa and SANBI.

BirdLife South Africa is commended for its sterling efforts to protect the network of our 
country’s IBAs.  Through this work, IBAs are now taken into account in provincial conserva-
tion plans. They are also considered in environmental impact assessments, alerting develop-
ers and the authorities to the potential impact of unsustainable developments on birds and 
their habitats.

Conserving such a vast network of sites, many of which are unprotected, requires a multi-
pronged, multi-stakeholder approach. What makes BirdLife International’s approach to 
conserving IBAs unique is its reliance on grassroots conservation – from practical conser-
vation efforts by Local Conservation Groups to bird and other biodiversity monitoring by 
citizen scientists.

The South African National Biodiversity Institute congratulates BirdLife South Africa on 
the production of this directory and looks forward to continuing its close collaboration in 
our efforts to conserve our country’s rich diversity of birds and their important habitats.

Dr Tanya Abrahamse
Chief Executive Officer
South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI)

http://www.birdlife.org.za.
http://www.bird life.org.za/conservation/important-bird-areas/iba-directory
http://www.bird life.org.za/conservation/important-bird-areas/iba-directory
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an InternatIonaL partnershIp
The BirdLife Partnership is the largest nature conservation 
network in the world. This global Partnership is made up of 
independent organisations working together as one for birds, 
for nature and for people. Together it comprises 120 BirdLife 
Partners worldwide; that is one per country, and growing! 
The Partnership believes that local people, working for nature 
within their own sphere while being connected nationally and 
internationally through a global Partnership, are the key to 
sustaining all life on this planet. This unique local-to-global 
approach delivers high-impact and long-term conservation 
for the benefit of nature and people.

BirdLife’s aims are geared to practical conservation action. 
We work with, and for, people to improve their quality of life 
alongside nature conservation and as a result of it. We collabo-
rate with others wherever possible, at local, national, regional 
or global levels, linking with community groups, governments, 
businesses, tertiary institutions and other NGOs to increase the 
impact of our efforts. It is this collaborative approach that sees 
numerous conservation success stories across the globe.

BirdLife’s priorities and programmes are based firmly on 

science and underpinned by the best available evidence, and 
they focus on providing practical and sustainable solutions. In 
conserving biodiversity, BirdLife targets birds and their habi-
tats. The resources needed to comprehensively assess species 
richness and endemism patterns across all forms of life are 
enormous. For a number of reasons, birds provide a useful 
indicator for wider biodiversity and thus form an excellent 
foundation for BirdLife’s work. Birds are also unparalleled in 
their popularity, with local experts from every corner of the 
world documenting their distribution and status. By saving 
the habitats and ecosystems important for birds, we effectively 
conserve a much broader array of biodiversity. The identifica-
tion of Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) allows 
partners in the global network to achieve this.

What are IBas?
Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas are sites of global sig-
nificance for bird conservation, identified nationally through 
multi-stakeholder processes using globally standardised, 
quantitative and scientifically agreed criteria. The criteria are 
based on the presence of threatened species, assemblages of 
restricted-range and biome-restricted species, and large con-
centrations of congregatory species, referred to collectively as 
IBA ‘trigger’ species. Birds have been shown to be effective 
indicators of biodiversity hotspots, and so IBAs hold a large 
and representative proportion of other taxa too. Therefore, 
the conservation of IBAs ensures both the survival of a corre-
spondingly large variety and abundance of other biodiversity 
and the integrity of ecosystem services that also support hu-
man well-being.

In summary, IBAs are:
• Places of international significance for the conservation of 

birds and other biodiversity.
• Recognised worldwide as practical tools for conservation.
• Distinct areas amenable to practical conservation action.
• Identified using robust, standardised criteria.
• Sites that together form part of a wider integrated approach 

to the conservation and sustainable use of the natural envi-
ronment.

The collaborative and broad-spectrum conservation approach 
achieved through IBAs is an ongoing process containing nu-
merous success stories and growth points that are continually 
being built upon.

the hIstory oF the IBa InItIatIve
The IBA Programme was initiated in Europe in 1985. The 
resulting publication (Grimmett & Jones 1989) was influen-
tial in promoting the development of conservation initiatives 
and collaboration among organisations across the continent. 
It has continued to prove valuable in presenting clear state-
ments to decision makers on the needs of conservation and 
has guided conservation efforts both in knowledge and in the 
degree of site protection.

A measure of this success is demonstrated by the fact that in 
1989 only 25% of the 2 444 sites listed in 32 countries had any 
formal protection. By 1995 the proportion had risen to 50%. 
In the meantime, a second IBA Programme was launched in 
the Middle East and resulted in a directory documenting 389 
sites across 14 countries (Evans 1994). Here too, the inven-
tory has proved to be a valuable advocacy tool and at least 
five sites that were previously unprotected now benefit from 
formal protection.

A similar programme initiated in Africa resulted in the 
publication of The Important Bird Areas of Southern Africa 
(Barnes 1998). All the original southern African IBA studies 
made use of information that either had already been pub-
lished (synthesising existing data) or was known via the wide 
network of professional and amateur ornithologists and bird-
watchers in southern Africa. The 1998 IBA directory listed 
122 sites. Two more IBAs were later declared to bring this 
number to 124.

Like previous IBA programmes and publications, the 1998 
directory provided a foundation for continued conservation 
efforts for birds and their habitats in southern Africa. Today, 
these efforts have been harnessed and built upon and the pro-
tection of IBAs in South Africa continues to gain momentum 
through BirdLife South Africa’s own IBA Programme.

BIrdLIFe south aFrIca’s  
IBa programme
The BirdLife Partnership has established the Important Bird and 
Biodiversity Areas Programme, which aims to identify, monitor 

and protect a global network of sites for the conservation of the 
world’s birds, other wildlife and ecosystem values. 

BirdLife Partners take responsibility for the IBA Programme 
nationally with support from the BirdLife Secretariat. The 
IBA Programme aims to guide the implementation of effec-
tive site-management measures, which recognise the intrinsic 
and balanced roles and rights of the environment, local com-
munities, broader social needs and economic opportunities. 
Based on the fact that IBAs are identified, monitored, man-
aged and often protected by national and local organisations 
and individuals, the IBA Programme acts as a powerful plat-
form on which to build provincial and national institutional 
capacity and to set effective conservation agendas. 

BirdLife’s IBA Programme has produced the only global, 
site-based, spatially explicit set of information on biodiver-
sity. This has been recognised by international conserva-
tion bodies such as the IUCN and the CBD as the basis for a 
worldwide network of priority sites for conservation. In many 
regions, IBA inventories have also been used to identify po-
tential Ramsar sites (wetlands of international importance).

Since the revival of BirdLife South Africa’s IBA Programme 
in 2009 there has been notable growth and development in 
the programme itself. Today it employs eight staff with a range 
of skills who work together to monitor and conserve South 
Africa’s network of sites. To date, the IBA team has seen the 
achievement of numerous goals, including the publication of 
this new IBA directory and the first IBA status report. Bird-
Life South Africa’s IBA Programme plans to continue growing 
from strength to strength to ensure the long-term conserva-
tion of this network of IBAs.

There are four main strands to the national IBA Programme: 
compiling and updating the IBA inventory through IBA as-
sessments; strengthening the technical capacity of BirdLife 
South Africa for research and conservation action; building 
effective structures for advocacy and monitoring; and imple-
menting, supporting or initiating appropriate conservation 
action at priority IBAs. These strands rely on partnerships 
with communities, government departments, NGOs and the 
private sector.

The IBA Programme works towards collaborative efforts 
to secure the protection of South Africa’s birds and their 
habitats. Key relationships in these endeavours are a priority. 
Direct government involvement is crucial in the implementa-
tion of the IBA Programme’s aims. The programme seeks to 
assist national and provincial governments to set conserva-
tion priorities and policies; implement action at these sites; 
and provide access to information that is useful for planning. 
With regard to international conventions, conserving IBAs 
helps fulfil the national government’s obligations, for example 
under the CBD by expanding the protected area network. The 
IBA Programme strives to ensure that every effort is made to 
engage and partner with governments so that IBAs are incor-
porated into their biodiversity planning and strategies. 

In addition to the collaborative relationship with gov-
ernments, the success of the IBA Programme stems from a 
national support base of volunteer birders, bird clubs and 
ornithologists. Examples of this are the Local Conservation 
Groups (LCGs) that assist the IBA Programme in protecting 

Introduction

the iBA network may be considered the 
minimum set of sites essential to ensuring the 
survival of certain species across their ranges 
and throughout their life cycles. the conse-
quences of losing any one of these sites would 
be disproportionately large.

more than 12 000 sites in some 200 countries 
and territories have been identified as iBAs.

nooItgedacht, magaLIesBerg IBa, north West provInce  AlBert FronemAn
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IBAs. LCGs are volunteer-driven and are primarily bird clubs 
and local conservancy or ‘friends’ groups that commit to un-
dertaking monitoring and conservation work at their local 
IBA(s). Individual IBA Champions have also been instru-
mental in helping the IBA Programme to achieve its goals at 
a specific site.

This revised directory marks the start of a new chapter for 
the IBA Programme. Sites assessed between 2010 and 2014 
will form the basis of continued efforts to protect South Af-
rica’s IBAs through effective collaboration. These sites will 
also continue to be assessed and monitored according to the 
BirdLife International protocol.

aBout thIs puBLIcatIon
BirdLife South Africa’s intention was always to implement 
conservation action, advocacy and monitoring for each of the 
IBAs in South Africa. In 2009, BirdLife South Africa revived 
these efforts through the re-establishment of the IBA Pro-
gramme. One of the primary objectives of this programme 
was to assess every IBA within the South African network 
of sites and to revise the 1998 IBA directory. As a result of 
dedicated funding from Mitsui & Co. Ltd, in conjunction with 
funding from many other donors who support regional IBA 
work (see inside front cover), IBA assessments were conduct-
ed by BirdLife South Africa’s IBA team, with assistance from 
local ornithological experts, citizen scientists, NGOs and 
govern ment departments. All 124 IBAs, covering more than 
14 million ha, were assessed between 2010 and 2014 using the 
international IBA assessment model. This model aims to be 
cost-effective and provides a globally standardised, repeatable 
method of assessing IBAs to allow for comparison over time 
(see page 25). Through a process of delisting redundant IBAs, 
proclaiming new IBAs and amalgamating specific IBAs, the 
South African IBA network now accounts for 112 IBAs, cov-
ering 14 136 750 ha, as described in this directory.

The assessment of the IBAs and the revision of the 1998 di-
rectory have enabled BirdLife South Africa to prioritise IBAs 
in danger and in need of site-specific conservation action, 
advocacy and monitoring. While assessing IBAs since 2010, 
BirdLife South Africa also began a number of initiatives to 

conserve IBAs, including obtaining formal protection and im-
proving the management of them. These efforts have resulted 
in an increase in national awareness of the IBA Programme 
and network; the incorporation of IBAs into most of the pro-
vincial conservation planning efforts; increased monitoring 
and research in IBAs; increased fund-raising for IBAs; and ul-
timately, better management and protection of IBAs and the 
birds and other biodiversity they house.

updatIng and addIng  
to the Inventory
This publication is based on current knowledge. The electron-
ic version of it and the IBA webpages enable it to become a 
living document, updated as new data become available. 

Inevitably there are sites that are probably of equal impor-
tance to some of those listed here but are missing because 
there is not enough information about them. BirdLife South 
Africa would be pleased to receive corrections or up-to-date 
information regarding any changes at the sites included in this 
inventory. Data will be held in the World Bird Database of 
the BirdLife International Partnership and presented on the 
BirdLife South Africa IBA webpages (www.birdlife.org.za/ 
conservation/important-bird-areas/iba-directory). The web-
pages will be updated by BirdLife South Africa as new infor-
mation becomes available.

the Future – Beyond the BooK
While this IBA directory identifies sites of international and 
national conservation importance, the IBA Programme’s 
work does not stop when it has been published. The IBA Pro-
gramme aims to initiate conservation action at these sites and 
will continue to employ regional conservation managers, who 
will work with a multi-stakeholder group of partners to initi-
ate conservation, monitoring and research projects at priority 
IBAs. BirdLife South Africa will also actively market this IBA 
directory as a tool for conservation planning and lobbying.

Further reading
Evans (1994); Grimmett et al. (1989).

site selection
IntroductIon
Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) throughout 
the world are determined by means of standard criteria set 
by BirdLife International. In order for a site to be declared an 
IBA, it must contain species that pass one or more of the cri-
teria. The purpose of the criteria is to set a scientific standard 
that can be applied globally. 

Quantitative thresholds are used when the IBA criteria are 
applied to sites, except when abundance data for bird species 
are not available. In such cases, abundance estimates are based 
on expert opinion, and/or the availability of suitable habitats, 
and/or the relative abundance data obtained from citizen sci-
ence bird count projects (such as SABAP2). 

The criteria below sometimes refer to Global IBAs and 
sometimes to Sub-regional IBAs. It is important to under-
stand that IBAs passing Global IBA criteria (A1, A2, A3 and 
A4) are recognised by BirdLife International, whereas Sub-
regional IBAs only pass Sub-regional criteria (C1 and C4) and 
are only recognised by BirdLife South Africa. 

The words ‘regular’ and ‘significant’ in the criterion defini-
tions are intended to exclude instances of vagrancy, marginal 
occurrence, historical records, etc. ‘Regularly’ includes seasonal 
presence (and longer periods) or when suitable conditions oc-
cur at extended intervals, such as temporary wetlands. ‘Signifi-
cant’ numbers or presence of a species is relative to the species’ 
distribution, movements and breeding and feeding behaviour.

 category a1  
gloBAlly threAtened SpecieS 
(gloBAl iBA)

CRITERION: The site regularly holds significant numbers 
of a globally threatened species, or other species of global 
conservation concern.

This category refers to species classified as globally threatened 
with extinction according to the IUCN criteria for threatened 
status. See www.iucnredlist.org and www.birdlife.org/datazone/
home for a complete and updated list of threatened species. 

The regular presence of a Critically Endangered or Endan-
gered bird species at a site, irrespective of population size, is 
regarded as sufficient to propose the site as an IBA. The regu-
lar presence of a Vulnerable or Near-Threatened bird species 
at a site, subject to population size, is also sufficient to propose 
the site as an IBA. 

SPECIES  NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME

Critically Endangered

Flufftail, White-winged Sarothrura ayresi

Endangered  

Bustard, Ludwig’s Neotis ludwigii

Buttonquail, Hottentot Turnix hottentottus

Cormorant, Bank Phalacrocorax neglectus

Cormorant, Cape Phalacrocorax capensis

Crane, Grey Crowned Balearica regulorum

Lark, Botha’s Spizocorys fringillaris

Penguin, African Spheniscus demersus

Thrush, Spotted Ground Zoothera guttata

Vulture, Egyptian Neophron percnopterus

Vulture, Hooded Necrosyrtes monachus

Vulture, White-backed Gyps africanus

Vulnerable  

Crane, Blue Anthropoides paradiseus

Crane, Wattled Bugeranus carunculatus

Eagle, Martial Polemaetus bellicosus

Falcon, Taita Falco fasciinucha

Gannet, Cape Morus capensis

Harrier, Black Circus maurus

Hornbill, Southern Ground- Bucorvus leadbeateri

Ibis, Southern Bald Geronticus calvus

Korhaan, Southern Black Afrotis afra

Lark, Red Calendulauda burra

Lark, Rudd’s Heteromirafra ruddi

Pipit, Yellow-breasted Anthus chloris

Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius

Swallow, Blue Hirundo atrocaerulea

Vulture, Cape Gyps coprotheres

Vulture, Lappet-faced Torgos tracheliotos

Vulture, White-headed Aegypius occipitalis

Warbler, Knysna Bradypterus sylvaticus

Near-Threatened  

Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus

Blackcap, Bush Lioptilus nigricapillus

Bustard, Denham’s Neotis denhami

Bustard, Kori Ardeotis kori

Cormorant, Crowned Phalacrocorax coronatus

Curlew, Eurasian Numenius arquata

Duck, Maccoa Oxyura maccoa

Eagle, Crowned Stephanoaetus coronatus

Eagle, Southern Banded Snake Circaetus fasciolatus

Falcon, Red-footed Falco vespertinus

Falcon, Sooty Falco concolor

Flamingo, Lesser Phoeniconaias minor

Godwit, Black-tailed Limosa limosa

Harrier, Pallid Circus macrourus

Korhaan, Blue Eupodotis caerulescens

Lark, Melodious Mirafra cheniana

Lark, Sclater’s Spizocorys sclateri

Oystercatcher, African Black Haematopus moquini

Plover, Chestnut-banded Charadrius pallidus

Pratincole, Black-winged Glareola nordmanni

Roller, European Coracias garrulus

Sandpiper, Buff-breasted Tryngites subruficollis

Snipe, Great Gallinago media

Sunbird, Neergaard’s Cinnyris neergaardi

Tern, Damara Sterna balaenarum

Vulture, Bearded Gypaetus barbatus

Woodpecker, Knysna Campethera notata

table 1. category A1: globally threatened species 
(excluding most seabirds that are not terrestrial)

Barn sWaLLoW mArietjie FronemAn
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 category c1  
nAtionAlly threAtened SpecieS 
(SuB-regionAl iBA)

CRITERION: The site regularly holds significant numbers 
of a nationally threatened species, or other species of na-
tional conservation concern.

This category refers to species classified as nationally threatened 
with extinction, according to the IUCN criteria for threatened 
status and based on the publication Taylor et al. (eds) (in press).

The regular presence of a Critically Endangered or Endan-
gered bird species at a site, irrespective of population size, is 
sufficient to propose the site as an IBA. The regular presence 
of a Vulnerable or Near-Threatened (Taylor et al. (eds) in 
press) bird species at a site, subject to population size, is also 
sufficient to propose the site as an IBA.

table 2. category c1: nationally threatened species

 category a2  
reStricted-rAnge SpecieS  
(gloBAl iBA)

CRITERION: The site is known or thought to hold a signifi-
cant component of a group of species whose breeding dis-
tributions define an Endemic Bird Area or Secondary Area.

This category takes into account the species that define En-
demic Bird Areas (EBAs). EBAs are places where two or more 
species with restricted ranges (that is, global distributions of 
less than 50 000 km2) occur together. Also included are spe-
cies of Secondary Areas. A Secondary Area (SA) supports one 
or more restricted-range species, but does not qualify as an 
EBA because only one species is entirely confined to it. 

table 3. category A2: restricted-range species

SPECIES NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME

Critically Endangered

Crane, Wattled Bugeranus carunculatus

Eagle, Southern Banded Snake Circaetus fasciolatus

Falcon, Taita Falco fasciinucha

Flufftail, White-winged Sarothrura ayresi

Swallow, Blue Hirundo atrocaerulea

Tern, Damara Sterna balaenarum

Vulture, Bearded Gypaetus barbatus

Endangered  

Barbet, Green Stactolaema olivacea

Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus

Bustard, Ludwig’s Neotis ludwigii

Buttonquail, Hottentot Turnix hottentottus

Cormorant, Bank Phalacrocorax neglectus

Cormorant, Cape Phalacrocorax capensis

Crane, Grey Crowned Balearica regulorum

Eagle, Martial Polemaetus bellicosus

Eagle, Tawny Aquila rapax

Harrier, African Marsh Circus ranivorus

Harrier, Black Circus maurus

Hawk, Bat Macheiramphus alcinus

Hornbill, Southern Ground- Bucorvus leadbeateri

Kingfisher, Mangrove Halcyon senegaloides

Lark, Botha’s Spizocorys fringillaris

Lark, Rudd’s Heteromirafra ruddi

Owl, Pel’s Fishing Scotopelia peli

Parrot, Cape Poicephalus robustus

Penguin, African Spheniscus demersus

Pigeon, Eastern Bronze-naped Columba delegorguei

Stork, Saddle-billed Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis

Stork, Yellow-billed Mycteria ibis

Tern, Antarctic Sterna vittata

Tern, Roseate Sterna dougallii

Thrush, Spotted Ground Zoothera guttata

Vulture, Cape Gyps coprotheres

Vulture, Hooded Necrosyrtes monachus

Vulture, Lappet-faced Torgos tracheliotos

Vulture, White-backed Gyps africanus

Vulture, White-headed Aegypius occipitalis

Vulnerable  

Blackcap, Bush Lioptilus nigricapillus

Broadbill, African Smithornis capensis

Bustard, Denham’s Neotis denhami

Buttonquail, Black-rumped Turnix nanus

Courser, Burchell’s Cursorius rufus

Eagle, Crowned Stephanoaetus coronatus

Eagle, Verreauxs’ Aquila verreauxii

Falcon, Lanner Falco biarmicus

Finfoot, African Podica senegalensis

Flufftail, Striped Sarothrura affinis

Gannet, Cape Morus capensis

Goose, African Pygmy Nettapus auritus

Heron, White-backed Night Gorsachius leuconotus

Ibis, Southern Bald Geronticus calvus

Korhaan, Southern Black Afrotis afra

Korhaan, White-bellied Eupodotis senegalensis

Lark, Red Calendulauda burra

Nightjar, Swamp Caprimulgus natalensis

Owl, African Grass Tyto capensis

Snipe, Greater Painted- Rostratula benghalensis

Pelican, Great White Pelecanus onocrotalus

Pelican, Pink-backed Pelecanus rufescens

Pipit, Short-tailed Anthus brachyurus

Pipit, Yellow-breasted Anthus chloris

Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius

Stork, Black Ciconia nigra

Sunbird, Neergaard’s Cinnyris neergaardi

Tern, Caspian Sterna caspia

Warbler, Knysna Bradypterus sylvaticus

Near-Threatened  

Bustard, Kori Ardeotis kori

Canary, Lemon-breasted Crithagra citrinipectus

Cormorant, Crowned Phalacrocorax coronatus

Crane, Blue Anthropoides paradiseus

Curlew, Eurasian Numenius arquata

Duck, Maccoa Oxyura maccoa

Falcon, Red-footed Falco vespertinus

Flamingo, Greater Phoenicopterus roseus

Flamingo, Lesser Phoeniconaias minor

Harrier, Pallid Circus macrourus

Jacana, Lesser Microparra capensis

Kingfisher, Half-collared Alcedo semitorquata

Korhaan, Karoo Eupodotis vigorsii

Lark, Agulhas Long-billed Certhilauda brevirostris

Lark, Barlow’s Calendulauda barlowi

Lark, Sclater’s Spizocorys sclateri

Lark, Short-clawed Certhilauda chuana

Longclaw, Rosy-throated Macronyx ameliae

Pipit, African Rock Anthus crenatus

Pipit, Mountain Anthus hoeschi

Plover, Chestnut-banded Charadrius pallidus

Pratincole, Black-winged Glareola nordmanni

Rockjumper, Cape Chaetops frenatus

Roller, European Coracias garrulus

Sandgrouse, Yellow-throated Pterocles gutturalis

Stork, Abdim’s Ciconia abdimii

Stork, Marabou Leptoptilos crumeniferus

Thrush, Orange Ground Zoothera gurneyi

Woodpecker, Knysna Campethera notata

SPECIES NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME

Restricted-range species

Apalis, Rudd’s Apalis ruddi

Blackcap, Bush Lioptilus nigricapillus

Canary, Forest Crithagra scotops

Canary, Lemon-breasted Crithagra citrinipectus

Chat, Chorister Robin- Cossypha dichroa

Lark, Agulhas Long-billed Certhilauda brevirostris

Lark, Barlow’s Calendulauda barlowi

Lark, Botha’s Spizocorys fringillaris

Lark, Cape Long-billed Certhilauda curvirostris

Lark, Red Calendulauda burra

Lark, Rudd’s Heteromirafra ruddi

Pipit, Mountain Anthus hoeschi

Pipit, Yellow-breasted Anthus chloris

Robin, Brown Scrub Erythropygia signata

Rockjumper, Cape Chaetops frenatus

Rockjumper, Drakensberg Chaetops aurantius

Seedeater, Protea Crithagra leucoptera

Siskin, Cape Crithagra totta

Siskin, Drakensberg Crithagra symonsi

Sugarbird, Cape Promerops cafer

Sunbird, Neergaard’s Cinnyris neergaardi

Sunbird, Orange-breasted Anthobaphes violacea

Turaco, Knysna Tauraco corythaix

Twinspot, Pink-throated Hypargos margaritatus

Warbler, Knysna Bradypterus sylvaticus

Warbler, Victorin’s Cryptillas victorini

Woodpecker, Knysna Campethera notata

WattLed crane  wArwick tArBoton
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 category a3  
Biome-reStricted ASSemBlAgeS 
(gloBAl iBA)

CRITERION: The site is known or thought to hold a signifi-
cant component of a group of species whose distributions 
are largely or wholly confined to one biome.

This category applies to groups of species that occur mostly or 
wholly within all or part of a particular biome and are there-
fore of global importance. A biome may be defined as a major 
regional ecological community characterised by distinctive 
life forms and principal plant species. 

As the IBA programme is a pan-African initiative, many of 
the biomes stretch across large parts of the continent. South 
Africa represents a relatively small proportion of the conti-
nent and decisions to include and exclude species on biome 
lists were made at a continental and not a southern African 
scale. Emphasis is given to the global distribution of each spe-
cies, not merely the portion of its distribution in South Africa. 
The fact that a species is biome-restricted at certain scales 
does not mean it is biome-restricted throughout its range. 

table 4. category A3: Biome-restricted species

SPECIES NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME

Apalis, Rudd’s Apalis ruddi

Babbler, Layard’s Tit- Sylvia layardi

Batis, Woodwards’ Batis fratrum

Blackcap, Bush Lioptilus nigricapillus

Bulbul, Cape Pycnonotus capensis

Bustard, Ludwig’s Neotis ludwigii

Buzzard, Forest Buteo trizonatus

Canary, Black-headed Serinus alario

Canary, Forest Crithagra scotops

Canary, Lemon-breasted Crithagra citrinipectus

Chat, Arnot’s Pentholaea arnotti

Chat, Buff-streaked Campicoloides bifasciata

Chat, Chorister Robin- Cossypha dichroa

Chat, Karoo Cercomela schlegelii

Chat, Sickle-winged Cercomela sinuata

Chat, Tractrac Cercomela tractrac

Chat, White-throated Robin- Cossypha humeralis

Cuckooshrike, Grey Coracina caesia

Eagle, Southern Banded Snake Circaetus fasciolatus

Eremomela, Karoo Eremomela gregalis

Flufftail, Striped Sarothrura affinis

Ibis, Southern Bald Geronticus calvus

Kestrel, Dickinson’s Falco dickinsoni

Kingfisher, Mangrove Halcyon senegaloides

Korhaan, Karoo Eupodotis vigorsii

Lark, Agulhas Long-billed Certhilauda brevirostris

Lark, Barlow’s Calendulauda barlowi

Lark, Black-eared Sparrow- Eremopterix australis

Lark, Botha’s Spizocorys fringillaris

Lark, Cape Long-billed Certhilauda curvirostris

Lark, Karoo Calendulauda albescens

Lark, Karoo Long-billed Certhilauda subcoronata

Lark, Red Calendulauda burra

Lark, Rudd’s Heteromirafra ruddi

Lark, Sclater’s Spizocorys sclateri

Lark, Short-clawed Certhilauda chuana

Lark, Stark’s Spizocorys starki

Parrot, Brown-headed Poicephalus cryptoxanthus

Pipit, Mountain Anthus hoeschi

Pipit, Yellow-breasted Anthus chloris

Robin, Brown Scrub Erythropygia signata

Robin, Kalahari Scrub Erythropygia paena

Robin, White-starred Pogonocichla stellata

Rockjumper, Cape Chaetops frenatus

Rockjumper, Drakensberg Chaetops aurantius

Roller, Racket-tailed Coracias spatulatus

Sandgrouse, Burchell’s Pterocles burchelli

Seedeater, Protea Crithagra leucoptera

Shrike, Gorgeous Bush- Chlorophoneus viridis

Shrike, Olive Bush- Chlorophoneus olivaceus

Siskin, Cape Crithagra totta

Siskin, Drakensberg Crithagra symonsi

Spurfowl, Cape Pternistis capensis

Starling, Black-bellied Notopholia corrusca

Starling, Burchell’s Lamprotornis australis

Starling, Meves’s Lamprotornis mevesii

Starling, Pale-winged Onychognathus nabouroup

Sugarbird, Cape Promerops cafer

Sugarbird, Gurney’s Promerops gurneyi

Sunbird, Grey Cyanomitra veroxii

Sunbird, Neergaard’s Cinnyris neergaardi

Sunbird, Orange-breasted Anthobaphes violacea

Sunbird, Plain-backed Anthreptes reichenowi

Sunbird, White-bellied Cinnyris talatala

Swallow, Blue Hirundo atrocaerulea

Thrush, Kurrichane Turdus libonyanus

Thrush, Orange Ground Zoothera gurneyi

Turaco, Knysna Tauraco corythaix

Twinspot, Pink-throated Hypargos margaritatus

Warbler, Barratt’s Bradypterus barratti

Warbler, Barred Wren- Calamonastes fasciolatus

Warbler, Cinnamon-breasted Euryptila subcinnamomea

Warbler, Knysna Bradypterus sylvaticus

Warbler, Namaqua Phragmacia substriata

Warbler, Stierling’s Wren- Calamonastes stierlingi

Warbler, Victorin’s Cryptillas victorini

Warbler, Yellow-throated 
Woodland 

Phylloscopus ruficapilla

Waxbill, Swee Coccopygia melanotis

Weaver, Sociable Philetairus socius

Woodpecker, Knysna Campethera notata

 category a4  
congregAtionS (gloBAl iBA)

CRITERIA: A site may qualify on any one of the following 
four criteria:
i) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, 

>1% of the Afro-tropical population of a congregatory 
waterbird species.

ii) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, 
>1% of the global population of a congregatory terres-
trial species.

iii) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, 
>20 000 waterbirds.

iv) The site is known or thought to exceed thresholds set for 
migratory species at bottleneck sites.

The term ‘regular’ in the above criteria refers to once in five 
years. This means that even if a wetland holds more than  
20 000 birds once in a five-year period, this will be sufficient 
to pass the criteria. 

This category applies to species that are (perceived to be) 
vulnerable because they congregate at sensitive sites when 
breeding or wintering, or while on passage.

Waterbird species to be considered belong to the following 
families (as defined by Wetlands International): Podicipedi-
dae (grebes), Pelecanidae (pelicans), Phalacrocoracidae (cor-
morants), Anhingidae (darters), Ardeidae (egrets, herons, 
bitterns), Scopidae (Hamerkop), Ciconiidae (storks), Threski-
ornithidae (ibises, spoonbills), Phoenicopteridae (flamin-
gos), Anatidae (ducks and geese), Gruidae (cranes), Rallidae 
(flufftails, rails, crakes, gallinules, swamphens, moorhens and 
coots), Heliornithidae (finfoots), Jacanidae (jacanas), Rostrat-
ulidae (painted-snipes), Dromadidae (Crab Plover), Haema-
topodidae (oystercatchers), Recurvirostridae (stilts, avocets), 
Burhinidae (thick-knees), Glareolidae (coursers, pratincoles), 
Charadriidae (plovers, lapwings), Laridae (gulls, terns) and 
Dendrocygnidae (whistling ducks, which are not recognised 
as a separate family by Wetlands International).

 category c4  
congregAtionS  
(SuB-regionAl iBA)

CRITERIA: A site may qualify on either of the following  
criteria:
i) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis 

(at least once in five years), >0.5% of a biogeographic 
population of a congregatory waterbird species.

ii)   The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, 
>10 000 waterbirds of one or more species.

The term ‘regular’ in the above statement refers to once in 
five years. This means that even if a wetland holds more than  
10 000 birds once in a five-year period, this will be sufficient 
to pass the criteria. 

This category applies to species that are (perceived to be) 
vulnerable because they congregate at sensitive sites when 
breeding or wintering, or while on passage.

In the table below, threshold values are not listed as these 
change on a regular basis as more information is obtained. For 
an updated list, see the Wetlands International website (www.
wetlands.org/) or the BirdLife International Data Zone (www.
birdlife.org/datazone/home).  

table 5. category c4: congregatory species

SPECIES NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME

Avocet, Pied Recurvirostra avosetta

Bee-eater, European Merops apiaster

Bee-eater, Southern Carmine Merops nubicoides

Bittern, Dwarf Ixobrychus sturmii

Bittern, Eurasian Botaurus stellaris

Bittern, Little Ixobrychus minutus

Coot, Red-knobbed Fulica cristata

Cormorant, Bank Phalacrocorax neglectus

Cormorant, Cape Phalacrocorax capensis

Cormorant, Crowned Phalacrocorax coronatus

Cormorant, Reed Phalacrocorax africanus

Cormorant, White-breasted Phalacrocorax lucidus

Crake, Black Amaurornis flavirostra

Crake, Corn Crex crex

Crane, Blue Anthropoides paradiseus

Crane, Grey Crowned Balearica regulorum

Crane, Wattled Bugeranus carunculatus

Curlew, Eurasian Numenius arquata

Darter, African Anhinga rufa

Duck, African Black Anas sparsa

Duck, Fulvous Whistling Dendrocygna bicolor

Duck, Knob-billed Sarkidiornis melanotos

Duck, Maccoa Oxyura maccoa

Duck, White-backed Thalassornis leuconotus

Duck, White-faced Whistling Dendrocygna viduata

http://www.wetlands.org
http://www.wetlands.org
http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/home
http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/home
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Duck, Yellow-billed Anas undulata

Egret, Great Egretta alba

Egret, Little Egretta garzetta

Egret, Slaty Egretta vinaceigula

Egret, Western Cattle Bubulcus ibis

Egret, Yellow-billed Egretta intermedia

Falcon, Amur Falco amurensis

Falcon, Red-footed Falco vespertinus

Flamingo, Greater Phoenicopterus roseus

Flamingo, Lesser Phoeniconaias minor

Flufftail, White-winged Sarothrura ayresi

Gannet, Cape Morus capensis

Godwit, Bar-tailed Limosa lapponica

Goose, African Pygmy Nettapus auritus

Goose, Egyptian Alopochen aegyptiaca

Goose, Spur-winged Plectropterus gambensis

Grebe, Black-necked Podiceps nigricollis

Grebe, Great Crested Podiceps cristatus

Grebe, Little Tachybaptus ruficollis

Greenshank, Common Tringa nebularia

Gull, Grey-headed Chroicocephalus cirrocephalus

Gull, Hartlaub’s Chroicocephalus hartlaubii

Gull, Kelp Larus dominicanus

Hamerkop Scopus umbretta

Heron, Black Egretta ardesiaca

Heron, Black-crowned Night Nycticorax nycticorax

Heron, Black-headed Ardea melanocephala

Heron, Goliath Ardea goliath

Heron, Green-backed Butorides striata

Heron, Grey Ardea cinerea

Heron, Purple Ardea purpurea

Heron, Rufous-bellied Ardeola rufiventris

Heron, Squacco Ardeola ralloides

Heron, White-backed Night Gorsachius leuconotus

Ibis, African Sacred Threskiornis aethiopicus

Ibis, Glossy Plegadis falcinellus

Ibis, Hadeda Bostrychia hagedash

Ibis, Southern Bald Geronticus calvus

Jacana, African Actophilornis africanus

Jacana, Lesser Microparra capensis

Kestrel, Lesser Falco naumanni

Knot, Red Calidris canutus

Lapwing, African Wattled Vanellus senegallus

Lapwing, Blacksmith Vanellus armatus

Lapwing, Black-winged Vanellus melanopterus

Lapwing, Crowned Vanellus coronatus

Lapwing, Senegal Vanellus lugubris

Lapwing, White-crowned Vanellus albiceps

Martin, Sand Riparia riparia

Moorhen, Common Gallinula chloropus

Moorhen, Lesser Gallinula angulata

Openbill, African Anastomus lamelligerus

Oystercatcher, African Black Haematopus moquini

Pelican, Great White Pelecanus onocrotalus

Pelican, Pink-backed Pelecanus rufescens

Penguin, African Spheniscus demersus

Plover, Caspian Charadrius asiaticus

Plover, Chestnut-banded Charadrius pallidus

Plover, Common Ringed Charadrius hiaticula

Plover, Greater Sand Charadrius leschenaultii

Plover, Grey Pluvialis squatarola

Plover, Kittlitz’s Charadrius pecuarius

Plover, Lesser Sand Charadrius mongolus

Plover, Three-banded Charadrius tricollaris

Plover, White-fronted Charadrius marginatus

Pochard, Southern Netta erythrophthalma

Pratincole, Black-winged Glareola nordmanni

Pratincole, Collared Glareola pratincola

Redshank, Common Tringa totanus

Ruff Philomachus pugnax

Sanderling Calidris alba

Sandpiper, Common Actitis hypoleucos

Sandpiper, Curlew Calidris ferruginea

Sandpiper, Marsh Tringa stagnatilis

Sandpiper, Wood Tringa glareola

Shelduck, South African Tadorna cana

Shoveler, Cape Anas smithii

Snipe, African Gallinago nigripennis

Snipe, Greater Painted- Rostratula benghalensis

Spoonbill, African Platalea alba

Stilt, Black-winged Himantopus himantopus

Stint, Little Calidris minuta

Stork, Abdim’s Ciconia abdimii

Stork, Black Ciconia nigra

Stork, Marabou Leptoptilos crumeniferus

Stork, Saddle-billed Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis

Stork, White Ciconia ciconia

Stork, Woolly-necked Ciconia episcopus

Stork, Yellow-billed Mycteria ibis

Swallow, Barn Hirundo rustica

Swamphen, African (Purple) Porphyrio madagascariensis

Teal, Cape Anas capensis

Teal, Hottentot Anas hottentota

Teal, Red-billed Anas erythrorhyncha

Tern, Antarctic Sterna vittata

Tern, Arctic Sterna paradisaea

Tern, Caspian Sterna caspia

Tern, Common Sterna hirundo

Tern, Lesser Crested Thalasseus bengalensis

Tern, Little Sterna albifrons

Tern, Roseate Sterna dougallii

Tern, Sandwich Thalasseus sandvicensis

Tern, Swift Thalasseus bergii

Tern, Whiskered Chlidonias hybrida

Tern, White-winged Chlidonias leucopterus

Thick-knee, Spotted Burhinus capensis

Thick-knee, Water Burhinus vermiculatus

Turnstone, Ruddy Arenaria interpres

Vulture, Cape Gyps coprotheres

Wagtail, Western Yellow Motacilla flava

Whimbrel, Common Numenius phaeopus

seLectIng sItes
When the original IBA network was established in 1998, 
meeting the IBA criteria was a minimum qualification for site 
selection. Not all sites that met the criteria were selected as 
IBAs. From an advocacy perspective, if too many sites were 
selected, it would reduce the relative importance of each site 
and make it extremely difficult to justify conservation mea-
sures for them. Frequently, and especially under categories A2 
(restricted-range species) and A3 (biome-restricted assem-
blage), any particular site within a biome would have satisfied 
the criterion. It must be noted that ecological, biodiversity, 
spatial and other data were limited in 1998 and were far more 
advanced when the IBAs were assessed for this revision. It 
was therefore encouraging to see that almost all the IBAs in 
the original network remained relevant and important based 
on the considerations below. Nonetheless, recognising the ad-
vances in biological information, this network is not exhaus-
tive and could still be improved to be more relevant in future 
IBA directory revisions.

The following factors were considered when selecting an 
IBA in 1998 and remained relevant in the revision of the IBA 
directory:
• overall species diversity;
• biological rarity;
• the threatened status of the vegetation or ecosystem;
• levels of endemism in other taxa;
• wilderness value;
• whether it complemented other sites;
• research and educational value;
• potential economic, aesthetic and cultural value.

The most important questions were:
• What is the site’s relative importance for other fauna and flora?
• Is the site protected or what is the likelihood of it receiving 

protection?

• How well does the site fit into a national conservation net-
work?

• Does it form part of a set of sites that may be interdependent?
• Does the site increase the geographical spread of coverage 

within a biome?

choosing threatened species iBAs (categories A1, c1)
The national network of IBAs included all threatened breeding 
species in South Africa. For migratory threatened species, which 
do not breed in a country, a number of factors were considered:
• Does the species overwinter, or is it merely present on pas-

sage?
• Does the species regularly use particular sites?
• Is the species congregatory when on passage or on the win-

tering grounds?

choosing restricted-range species iBAs (category A2)
The national network of IBAs included all restricted-range 
species. Sites holding the greatest number of restricted-range 
species were identified first. Complementary sites that held a 
species that was not represented in the first batch of sites were 
then added to ensure that all restricted-range species were 
covered in the IBAs. 

choosing biome iBAs (category A3)
There were no fixed rules as to what proportion of biome-
restricted species a site needed to hold to qualify under the 
biome criterion. The following guidelines were generally ap-
plied when selecting sites using this criterion:
• As many other sites (particularly under categories A1, A2 

and C1) held many of the biome-restricted species, these 
sites were chosen preferentially; the species omitted by this 
network were then prioritised for selection under category 
A3, and a complementary set of IBAs was chosen, which 
include all biome-restricted species within a country.

• The larger the proportion of biome-restricted species found 
in each country, the more biome-representative sites that 
country is likely to hold.

Karoo prInIa  peter ryAn
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• The proportion of the total number of biome-restricted spe-
cies and the proportion of the national total were consid-
ered (as a crude rule of thumb, >10% of total and/or 30% of 
national number of biome-restricted species were used as 
guideline minimum figures).

choosing wetland iBAs (categories A4i, A4iii, c4i, c4ii)
The quality of data in 1998 for wetland sites varied from single 
counts made years ago for which only a single species reached 
the 1% threshold, to counts available for at least the previous five 
years, in all of which more than one species qualified under the 
1% criterion (see page 15). All the latter sites were selected as IBAs. 
Waterbird counts, notably CWAC, were more comprehensive 
when revising this directory. CWAC data were used when assess-
ing the IBAs and are presented in this revision when available.

deFInIng IBas
Where a site had already been defined as an actual or proposed 
protected area, the boundaries already given were accepted as 
the boundaries of the IBA. Only in exceptional circumstances 
were they modified, for example, if they excluded an area of 
particular importance for IBA trigger bird species, or current 
boundaries made no biological sense. Where no boundaries had 
previously been proposed, a number of ecological and political 
considerations were taken into account when defining the site.

ecological considerations
• Watersheds represent ecological units (e.g. within a man-

grove coastline or an extensive forest block).
• Large rivers, mountains, coastlines etc., form natural 

boundaries.
• A range of geographical and vegetation features are likely to 

increase the diversity of a site.
• A circular site has lower edge:area ratio than a long, thin site.
• The population of an individual species is more likely to 

be sustained in a larger site than in a smaller one, and in 
a site that is close to an ecologically similar site than in a 
remote one.

political considerations
• It may be more difficult to get agreement for designation of 

a site if it straddles political boundaries, either national or 
internal.

• It may be easier to achieve conservation designation for 
smaller sites than larger sites.

• Sites are more likely to be formally designated for conserva-
tion purposes in areas that are otherwise unproductive or 
are sparsely inhabited.

• Given the need to demarcate boundaries in order to pro-
tect an area effectively, roads provide a pre-existing marked 
boundary, but also provide access to the area.

Important Bird &  
Biodiversity Areas of 

South Africa
overvIeW
In 1998, 101 Global IBAs and 21 Sub-regional IBAs were pro-
claimed in South Africa (Barnes 1998). As a result of IBA assess-
ments conducted between 2010 and 2014, the network has been 
revised to 98 Global and 14 Sub-regional IBAs (Table 6). 

South Africa (including the Prince Edward Islands) supports 
850 bird species (8% of all species found worldwide), of which 92 
are globally Threatened or Near-Threatened (IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species) and 130 are regionally Threatened or Near-
Threatened (Taylor et al. (eds) in press). South Africa is also one 
of only two African countries to hold five or more EBAs, each 
of which supports at least three restricted-range species. Fur-
thermore, it is the only African country to embrace six biome-
restricted assemblages. 

Its remarkable terrestrial diversity – captured in eight bi-
omes, together with a varied coastline holding 17 offshore is-
lands as well as the sub-Antarctic Prince Edward Islands – is 
why South Africa is regarded as having one of the most di-
verse, complex and exceptional avifaunas on the continent. It 
is for this reason that it supports so many IBAs.

The IBA network covers an area of some 14 136 750 ha, 
which is 11.6% of the surface area of South Africa. It is di-
verse in nature, ranging from mountain ranges to estuaries, 
stretches of dune slacks, dams, lakes, vleis, and series of cliffs 
and offshore islands. The original selection of sites centred on 
existing protected areas wherever these fulfilled the IBA role. 
Surprisingly, the protected area network, although extensive 
in South Africa, has been shown to be inadequate, in isola-
tion, for protecting the country’s varied birdlife. Alarmingly, 
but not surprisingly, 60% of the IBA network’s land surface 
has no formal conservation or legislative protection and is 
found on private or State land. 

Changes to the IBA network are listed in Table 7. Numerous 
IBA boundaries have been revised, taking into account changes 
to protected area boundaries and new biological data. The names 
of 36 IBAs have been changed to accommodate socio-political 
changes, to be more representative of an area, or to correct spell-
ing. Two new IBAs have been added to the network in response 
to recent data and expert input. In many instances, amalgamating 
IBAs made sense from biological, landscape and trigger species 
perspectives, and therefore 16 IBAs were amalgamated into five 
IBAs. Only four IBAs were delisted because they clearly no longer 
met the IBA criteria and there was no chance of rehabilitation. 
Five Sub-regional IBAs were upgraded to Global IBAs, while two 
Global IBAs were downgraded to Sub-regional IBAs.

sIte Inventory
The table below contains a list of the 112 IBAs occurring in South 
Africa. For each IBA the following information is provided:
• IBA name – the name of the IBA. IBA name changes since 1998 

can be seen in Table 7.
• IBA number – a unique number allocated to each IBA.
• Province – the province(s) in which the IBA is situated. Where 

an IBA overlaps two or more provinces, it has been assigned to 
the province in which most of its surface area occurs. 

• Protection – the protection status of the IBA based on formal, 
legal protection. 

• IBA status – sites can be defined as Global IBAs, which are rec-
ognised by BirdLife International and pass the global thresh-
olds in the IBA criteria, or as Sub-regional IBAs, which are 
recognised by BirdLife South Africa and meet sub-regional 
thresholds in the IBA criteria. 

• Criteria – these are the criteria which the IBA meets. The num-
bers refer to the criteria as defined in tables 1–5. 

table 6. the global and Sub-regional iBAs of South Africa

IBA NAME IBA NO. PROVINCE PROTECTION IBA STATUS CRITERIA

Limpopo 

Mapungubwe SA001 Limpopo Partially Global A1, A3

Kruger National Park and adjacent areas SA002 Limpopo / Mpumalanga Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i

Soutpansberg SA003 Limpopo Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4ii

Blouberg SA004 Limpopo Partially Global A1, A3, A4ii

Wolkberg Forest Belt SA005 Limpopo Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Polokwane Nature Reserve SA006 Limpopo Unprotected Global A1, A3

Waterberg System SA007 Limpopo Partially Global A1, A3, A4ii

Nyl River Floodplain SA008 Limpopo Partially Global A1, A3, A4i, iii

Northern Turf Thornveld SA009 Limpopo Unprotected Sub-regional C1

Blyde River Canyon SA127 Limpopo / Mpumalanga Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4ii

eastern cape coast  AlBert FronemAn
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Mpumalanga 

Misty Mountain Natural Heritage Site SA013 Mpumalanga Fully Sub-regional C1

Kaapsehoop SA014 Mpumalanga Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Loskop Dam Nature Reserve SA015 Mpumalanga Fully Sub-regional C1, C4i

Steenkampsberg SA016 Mpumalanga Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii

Songimvelo Nature Reserve SA017 Mpumalanga Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Amersfoort–Bethal–Carolina District SA018 Mpumalanga Unprotected Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii

Chrissie Pans SA019 Mpumalanga Partially Global A1, A3, A4i, ii, iii

Grasslands SA020 Mpumalanga / Free 
State / KwaZulu-Natal

Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, 
ii, iii

Gauteng 

Blesbokspruit SA021 Gauteng Partially Sub-regional C4i, ii

Suikerbosrand Nature Reserve SA022 Gauteng Fully Sub-regional C1

Devon Grasslands SA130 Gauteng / Mpumalanga Unprotected Global A1

North West

Pilanesberg National Park SA023 North West Fully Global A1, A3

Botsalano Nature Reserve SA024 North West Fully Global A1, A3

Magaliesberg SA025 North West / Gauteng Partially Global A1, A4ii

Barberspan and Leeupan SA026 North West Partially Global A1, A4i, ii, iii

Northern Cape

Kalahari Gemsbok National Park SA027 Northern Cape Fully Global A1, A3

Spitskop Dam SA028 Northern Cape / North West Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i, iii

Augrabies Falls National Park SA029 Northern Cape Fully Global A1, A3

Orange River Mouth Wetlands SA030 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii

Dronfield SA031 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3

Kamfers Dam SA032 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i, iii

Benfontein SA033 Northern Cape / Free State Unprotected Global A1, A3

Mattheus-Gat Conservation Area SA034 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3

Haramoep and Black Mountain Mine SA035 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3

Bitterputs Conservation Area SA036 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A2, A3

Platberg–Karoo Conservancy SA037 Northern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i, ii

Free State

Sandveld & Bloemhof Dam Nature Reserves SA039 Free State / North West Partially Global A1, A4i

Alexpan SA042 Free State Unprotected Global A1

Ingula Nature Reserve SA043 Free State Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i

Willem Pretorius Game Reserve SA044 Free State Fully Sub-regional C4i, ii

Murphy’s Rust SA045 Free State Unprotected Global A1

Sterkfontein Dam Nature Reserve SA046 Free State / KwaZulu-Natal Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Golden Gate Highlands National Park SA047 Free State Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Rooiberge–Riemland SA048 Free State Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i

Soetdoring Nature Reserve SA049 Free State Fully Sub-regional C1, C4i, ii

Kalkfontein Dam Nature Reserve SA050 Free State Fully Sub-regional C4i, ii

Upper Orange River SA051 Free State / Eastern Cape Fully Global A1, A3, A4i, ii

KwaZulu-Natal

Ndumo Game Reserve SA052 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Phongolo Nature Reserve SA055 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Ithala Game Reserve SA056 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A3, A4i

Chelmsford Nature Reserve SA059 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Sub-regional C1

Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park SA060 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Lake Eteza Nature Reserve SA061 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Sub-regional C1, C4i

Spioenkop Nature Reserve SA062 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Sub-regional C1

Umlalazi Nature Reserve SA063 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A3

Maloti Drakensberg Park SA064 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3, A4ii

Ngoye Forest Reserve SA065 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Entumeni Nature Reserve SA066 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Dlinza Forest Nature Reserve SA067 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Umvoti Vlei SA069 KwaZulu-Natal Partially Global A1

KwaZulu-Natal Mistbelt Forests SA071 KwaZulu-Natal Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Hlatikulu SA072 KwaZulu-Natal Unprotected Global A1

Umgeni Vlei Nature Reserve SA075 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1

Midmar Nature Reserve SA076 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Sub-regional C1

Impendle Nature Reserve SA077 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A3

KwaZulu-Natal Mistbelt Grasslands SA078 KwaZulu-Natal Unprotected Global A1

Richards Bay Game Reserve SA079 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Sub-regional C1, C4i, iii

Greater Ngwangwana River SA080 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1

Franklin Vlei SA081 KwaZulu-Natal Unprotected Global A1

Penny Park SA083 KwaZulu-Natal Unprotected Global A1

Mount Currie Nature Reserve SA084 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Sub-regional C1

Oribi Gorge Nature Reserve SA085 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Umtamvuna Nature Reserve SA086 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Mount Moreland SA123 KwaZulu-Natal Unprotected Global A4ii

iSimangaliso Wetland Park SA128 KwaZulu-Natal Fully Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii

Karkloof SA129 KwaZulu-Natal Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Eastern Cape

Matatiele Nature Reserve SA082 Eastern Cape Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Mkhambathi Nature Reserve SA087 Eastern Cape Fully Global A1, A2, A3, A4ii

Colleywobbles Vulture Colony SA088 Eastern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A4ii

Dwesa–Cwebe Nature Reserve SA089 Eastern Cape Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Camdeboo National Park SA090 Eastern Cape Fully Global A1, A3, A4ii

Amatola–Katberg Mountain SA092 Eastern Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Kouga–Baviaanskloof Complex SA093 Eastern Cape / Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Woody Cape Section:  
Addo Elephant National Park

SA094 Eastern Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Algoa Bay Islands:  
Addo Elephant National Park

SA095 Eastern Cape Fully Global A1, A4i, ii, iii

Swartkops Estuary–Redhouse and 
Chatty Saltpans

SA096 Eastern Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii

Maitland–Gamtoos Coast SA097 Eastern Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i

Tsitsikamma–Plettenberg Bay SA098 Eastern Cape / Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i

Pondoland Cape Vulture SA126 Eastern Cape Unprotected Global A1, A4ii

Western Cape

Olifants River Estuary SA099 Western Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i

Bird Island SA100 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A4ii, iii

Cedarberg–Koue Bokkeveld Complex SA101 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Karoo National Park SA102 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A3, A4ii

Verlorenvlei Estuary SA103 Western Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i

Berg River Estuary SA104 Western Cape Unprotected Global A1, A3, A4i
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West Coast National Park and Saldanha 
Bay Islands

SA105 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, 
ii, iii

Swartberg Mountains SA106 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Boland Mountains SA107 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Anysberg Nature Reserve SA108 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A2, A3

Dassen Island SA109 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A4i, ii

Robben Island SA110 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A4i, ii

Rietvlei Wetland: Table Bay Nature Reserve SA111 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A3, A4i

Outeniqua Mountains SA112 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Langeberg Mountains SA113 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3

Wilderness–Sedgefield Lakes Complex SA114 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii

Overberg Wheatbelt SA115 Western Cape Unprotected Global A1, A2, A3, A4ii

False Bay Nature Reserve SA116 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A3, A4i, iii

Boulders Beach SA117 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A4ii

Cape Whale Coast SA118 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii

De Hoop Nature Reserve SA119 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii

Dyer Island Nature Reserve SA120 Western Cape Fully Global A1, A4i, ii, iii

Agulhas Plain–Heuningnes Estuary SA121 Western Cape Partially Global A1, A2, A3, A4i

changes implemented since the publication of the 1998 iBA directory
As explained elsewhere, the IBA network has recently been thoroughly assessed and a number of changes have been made based on the 
information obtained. Some of the changes are more extensive than others, such as the delisting of an IBA or the proclamation of a new 
IBA, whereas other changes are more cosmetic, for example where the name of an IBA has been changed. 

table 7. changes made to the original 1998 iBA directory

IBA NAME CHANGE IMPLEMENTED FROM 1998 DIRECTORY

IBAs delisted

Middle Vaal River Delisted as IBA does not meet criteria

Overstrand Delisted as IBA does not meet criteria

Umvoti Estuary Delisted as IBA does not meet criteria

Weenen Game Reserve Delisted as IBA does not meet criteria

IBAs downlisted from Global to Sub-regional

Chelmsford Nature Reserve Downlisted to Sub-regional IBA status

Richards Bay Game Reserve Downlisted to Sub-regional IBA status

IBAs uplisted from Sub-regional to Global

Benfontein Uplisted to Global IBA status

Botsalano Nature Reserve Uplisted to Global IBA status

Dronfield Uplisted to Global IBA status

Mapungubwe Uplisted to Global IBA status

Upper Orange River Uplisted to Global IBA status

New IBAs

Devon Grasslands New IBA declared in 2014

Pondoland Cape Vulture New IBA declared in 2014

Change in the name or spelling of the name of existing IBAs (new IBA name in first column)

Agulhas Plain–Heuningnes Estuary Name changed from Heuningnes River and Estuary System

Algoa Bay Islands: Addo Elephant National Park Name changed from Algoa Bay Island Nature Reserve

Benfontein Name changed from Benfontein Game Farm

Berg River Estuary Name changed from Lower Berg River Wetlands 

Blouberg Name changed from Blouberg Vulture Colonies

Boland Mountains Name changed from Eastern False Bay Mountains

Boulders Beach Name changed from Boulders Bay

Camdeboo National Park Name changed from Karoo Nature Reserve

Cape Whale Coast Name changed from Botriviervlei and Kleinmond Estuary

Dlinza Forest Nature Reserve Change in spelling of name

Dronfield Name changed from Dronfield Farm

Dwesa–Cwebe Nature Reserve Name changed from Dwesa and Cwebe Nature Reserves

False Bay Nature Reserve Name changed from False Bay Park (proposed)

Golden Gate Highlands National Park Name changed from Golden Gate Highlands and QwaQwa National Parks

Grasslands Name changed from Grassland Biosphere Reserve

Haramoep and Black Mountain Mine Name changed from Haramoep and Black Mountain Mine Nature Reserves

Hlatikulu Name changed from Hlatikulu Nature Reserve

Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park Change in spelling of name

Ingula Nature Reserve Name changed from Bedford/Chatsworth

Ithala Game Reserve Change in spelling of name

Kaapsehoop Name changed from Blue Swallow Natural Heritage Site

Langeberg Mountains Name changed from Southern Langeberg Mountains

Magaliesberg Name changed from Magaliesberg and Witwatersberg

Kruger natIonaL parK  AlBert FronemAn



24  iBA directory 2015   introduction  25

status oF south aFrIca’s  
IBa netWorK
In 2015 BirdLife South Africa published the first IBA Status Re-
port for South Africa (Marnewick et al. 2015), which will set the 
benchmark for future IBA Status and Trends Reports. 

The IBA Status Report presents a summary and analysis of 
data gathered through the IBA assessments for all 112 (100%) 
IBAs, of which 51 are fully protected, 33 are partially protected 
and 28 are unprotected. The three variables considered are the 
State (condition of the site with respect to its important bird 
populations and associated habitats), Pressure (threats to the 
important bird populations and associated habitats), and Re-
sponses (conservation actions at the IBA). Below is a synopsis 
from that report.

State 
Of the habitats found in partially protected and unprotected 
IBAs, 86% and 60% respectively are in an unfavourable or very 
unfavourable state, compared to 35% in fully protected IBAs. 
Therefore the habitats in fully protected IBAs are in far better 
condition than those in partially and unprotected IBAs. None-
theless, in fully protected IBAs nearly half of the shrubland (fyn-
bos), grassland and savanna habitat types are in an unfavourable 
or very unfavourable state. In partially protected IBAs, nearly all 
grassland, shrubland, forest and wetlands (inland) are in an un-
favourable or very unfavourable state. And in unprotected IBAs, 
all the desert habitats are in an unfavourable or very unfavourable 
state, while grasslands, shrubland and wetlands merit concern.

pressure 
Of all South Africa’s IBAs, 39% face at least one very high threat 
and 48% face at least one high threat. Partially protected IBAs 
are worst off, with 56% and 33% respectively, followed by un-
protected IBAs at 45% and 45%. Fully protected IBAs are only 
marginally better at 29% and 57% respectively. Considering that 
fully protected IBAs should be legally protected from unsustain-
able use and development, these figures are worrying. 

IBAs are under high to very high pressure from a broad spec-
trum of threats. The most frequently recorded threat types (in or-
der of frequency) for fully protected IBAs are invasive and other 
problematic species, natural system modification through fire, 
and the use of biological resources by hunting and fishing. In both 
partially protected and unprotected IBAs the most frequently re-
corded threat types are invasive and other problematic species, 
agriculture (livestock, crop and timber plantations), and natural 
system modifications through fire and changes to watercourses.

 
responses
The conservation response, measured by protection status, 
management planning and management action, is substantially 
higher in fully protected IBAs and somewhat less so in partially 
protected IBAs. Unprotected IBAs show the lowest conservation 
response. Fully protected IBAs are formally protected in their 
entirety under NEM:PAA. By law, these sites must have a man-
agement plan and be managed for conservation objectives. The 
degree of conservation response in partially protected IBAs de-
pends on the proportion of the IBA protected, which ranges from 
2% to 98%. Interestingly, conservation response is not completely 

absent from all unprotected IBAs; with input from civil society 
groups, a degree of monitoring, research and conservation action 
still takes place at unprotected sites of biological significance.

the protected area netWorK
Protected areas are areas of land or sea that are formally protect-
ed by law under NEM:PAA and managed mainly for biodiver-
sity conservation (Driver et al. 2012). The total extent of South 
Africa’s land-based protected area network increased from just 
under 6% in 2004 to 6.5% in 2011 (Driver et al. 2012). This falls 
worryingly short of targets, such as Aichi Biodiversity Targets, 
which propose increasing the global protected area network to 
17% of terrestrial area (including inland water). Of South Af-
rica’s 112 IBAs, 50% are fully protected, 24% have partial protec-
tion and 26% are completely unprotected. 

The principle of the IBA network is almost identical to South 
Africa’s approach to protected areas, which has evolved signifi-
cantly over the past 20 years. As stated in South Africa’s 2011 Na-
tional Biodiversity Assessment, ‘South Africa takes a landscape 
approach to biodiversity conservation, which means working 
both within and beyond the boundaries of protected areas, to 
manage a mosaic of land and resource uses including protection, 
restoration, production and subsistence use, in order to deliver 
ecological, economic and social benefits.’ (Driver et al. 2012). 

The IBA Status Report (Marnewick et al. 2015) shows that 
fully protected IBAs are in a better state than unprotected IBAs. 
Biodiversity Stewardship programmes have been successfully 
established over the past seven years and are making a signifi-
cant contribution to meeting national protected area targets, at 
much lower cost to the State than land acquisition. With mod-
est increases in resources and by partnering with NGOs and 
the private sector, Biodiversity Stewardship programmes could 
make an even larger contribution. Since 2010 BirdLife South 
Africa has been working with partners to attain legal protec-
tion for priority IBAs by means of Biodiversity Stewardship. The 
first success was the declaration of the Chrissie Pans IBA as the 
Chrissiesmeer Protected Environment in January 2014.

Further reading: Barnes (ed.) (1998); Driver et al. (2012); Marne-
wick et al. (2015); Taylor et al. (eds) (in press). 

Maloti Drakensberg Park Name changed from Natal Drakensberg Park

Mapungubwe Name changed from Vhembe Nature Reserve

Matatiele Nature Reserve Name changed from Matatiele Commonage

Mkhambathi Nature Reserve Change in spelling of name

Ngoye Forest Reserve Change in spelling of name

Phongolo Nature Reserve Name changed from Pongolapoort Nature Reserve

Polokwane Nature Reserve Name changed from Pietersburg Nature Reserve

Rietvlei Wetland: Table Bay Nature Reserve Name changed from Rietvlei Wetland Reserve

Robben Island Name changed from Robben Island National Historical Monument

Songimvelo Nature Reserve Name changed from Songimvelo Game Reserve

Tsitsikamma–Plettenberg Bay Name changed from Tsitsikamma National Park

Upper Orange River Name changed from Gariep-Oviston-Tussen die Riviere

Woody Cape Section: Addo Elephant National Park Name changed from Alexandria Coastal Belt

Amalgamation of a number of IBAs (new IBA in first column)

Amatole–Katberg Mountain New IBA combining the Amatole Forest Complex and Katberg-Readsdale Forest 
Complex IBAs 

Blyde River Canyon New IBA combining the Graskop Grasslands, Mac-Mac Escarpment and Forests 
and Byde River Canyon IBAs

iSimangaliso Wetland Park New IBA combining Lake St Lucia and Mkuze Swamps, Lake Sibaya, Kosi Bay  
System and Mkuze Game Reserve IBAs

Grasslands New IBA combining Grassland Biosphere Reserve, Sterkfontein–Merinodal and 
Voordeel Conservancy

Karkloof New IBA combining certain sections of the KZN Mistbelt Grasslands and KZN 
Mistbelt Forests IBAs as well as the whole of the Blinkwater Nature Reserve and 
Karkloof Nature Reserve

Kouga–BavIaansKLooF compLex IBa  AlAn lee
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5. Wolkberg Forest Belt
6. Polokwane Nature Reserve
7. Waterberg System
8. Nyl River Floodplain
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 Click here to view this 
information online
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site description
This IBA, previously known as the Vhembe Nature Reserve 
IBA, is located at the Shashe–Limpopo confluence where 
South Africa, Botswana and Zimbabwe meet. The name and 
boundaries of the IBA were changed to incorporate the whole 
of Mapungubwe National Park as well as neighbouring prop-
erties that hold important habitats for birds. The status of the 
IBA was raised from sub-regional to global, as it contains a 
number of globally threatened bird species. 

Away from the Limpopo River, the landscape is dissected by 
numerous small, normally dry riverbeds. The rivers flow briefly 
during summer rainstorms and form secluded backwaters. The 
terrain is primarily flat, low-lying (550 m a.s.l.) and featureless, 
comprising deciduous woodland and savanna, with a fringe of 
riparian forest along the river. The area is normally hot and dry, 
with summer temperatures regularly ranging between 15  °C 
and 35 °C and occasionally reaching 44 °C. The reserve receives 
an average rainfall of 450–500 mm p.a. 

birds
The riverine forest provides habitat for secretive, subtropical, 
river-dependent species such as Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia 
peli, although the status of this species within the IBA is un-
clear. The taller trees provide nesting sites for some species,  
particularly White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus. The Lim-
popo and Maloutswa floodplain are important for many 
wetland-dependent and associated birds, such as Black Stork  
Ciconia nigra, Woolly-necked Stork C. episcopus, Saddle-billed 
Stork Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis and White-crowned 
Lapwing Vanellus albiceps. Great White Pelican Pelecanus 

onocrotalus, Lesser Moorhen Gallinula angulata and Allen’s 
Gallinule Porphyrio alleni occur in small numbers when con-
ditions are suitable. Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori is recorded 
regularly and may be breeding. 

Several large, wide-ranging species are found here, includ-
ing Marabou Stork Leptoptilos crumeniferus, White-backed 
Vulture, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Bateleur Tera
thopius ecaudatus and Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax. The varied 
woodland communities support Red-crested Korhaan Lopho
tis ruficrista, White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis 
and Burnt-necked Eremomela Eremomela usticollis. 

Many bird species reach the southern limit of their Afro- 
tropical range along the Limpopo River valley. Although very 
rare in South Africa, they are considerably more common and 
widespread outside the country’s borders. Such species are 
Tropical Boubou Laniarius major, Broad-billed Roller Eurysto
mus glaucurus and Meves’s Starling Lamprotornis mevesii. 

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are White-backed Vulture (breed-
ing) and Kori Bustard (possibly breeding). The only region-
ally threatened species is Greater Painted-snipe Rostratula 
benghalensis. Biome-restricted species that are common 
are Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Meves’s Starling, 
White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and White-throated 
Robin-Chat. 
 
conservation issues 
Threats
Numerous applications have been made to mine in the vicin-
ity of this IBA and they could have an impact on its trigger 
species if they are approved. Infrastructure such as power 
lines and roads already impact on the trigger species and ways 
to mitigate their impacts should be investigated. Illegal hunt-
ing is a concern and difficult to control, as poachers some-
times enter the IBA from Zimbabwe and Botswana. Floods 
occur regularly, causing severe damage to infrastructure. Al-
though they are a natural phenomenon, there is concern that 
the number and severity of the floods may increase because 
more water is flowing into the system from Gauteng. 

Conservation action
SANParks is the management authority for Mapungubwe 
National Park. The area is also a National Heritage Site and 
was the first of South Africa’s national parks to receive this 
designation. This status adds considerable value to the site, 
especially in an international context. It is the responsibility 
of the DWEA and SAHRA to ensure that the site is correctly 
managed according to the principles for a National Heritage 
Site, and SANParks must report regularly to UNESCO. How-
ever, being a National Heritage Site does not add to the for-
mal protection status of the IBA. Land ownership in the IBA 
is complicated: some land belongs to SANParks and some is 
privately owned but is managed by SANParks under contract 
and is not proclaimed. 

The park also forms part of the Greater Mapungubwe TFCA, 
which straddles Botswana, Zimbabwe and South Africa. The 
Memorandum of Understanding for the TFCA was signed 
on 22 June 2006. This IBA also falls within the boundaries 
of the Vhembe Biosphere Reserve. It protects some crucial  
riparian fringe vegetation along South Africa’s most impor-
tant subtropical river. The biosphere reserve borders the large 
Tuli Block Wilderness Area in Botswana and the Maramani 
Wilderness Area in south-western Zimbabwe which, in com-
bination, form a large continuous conservation area. 

 
Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/mapungubwe/

Further reading
Day (1987). 

Mapungubwe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 30 240 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

Kruger national parK AnD ADjACEnT AREAs
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Limpopo/Mpumalanga   •  Size: 2 136 380 ha  

Protection: Partially Protected

site description
The Kruger National Park (KNP) is situated in the southern  
section of the Mozambique coastal plain in the Lowveld of 
Limpopo and Mpumalanga. It is roughly rectangular in shape, 
stretching approximately 320 km from north to south and  
65 km from east to west. The IBA includes several provincial 
and privately owned reserves that are adjacent to the park’s 
western border: Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (64 000 ha), 
Timbavati Private Nature Reserve (53 000 ha), Groot-Letaba  
Nature Reserve (42 000 ha), Manyeleti Game Reserve (15 000 ha), 
Umbabat Game Reserve (about 10 000 ha) and Sabi Sand Pri-
vate Game Reserve (65 000 ha).

The area is at an altitude of c. 300 m a.s.l. and consists of flat, 
gently undulating plains that are occasionally broken by scat-
tered inselbergs. The Lebombo Mountains are a ridge of low 
hills that dominate the park’s eastern border and in places rise 
to form a west-facing escarpment up to 150 m high. North of 
Punda Maria and in the extreme south-west, outcrops of gran-
ite, sandstone and quartzite give rise to several low series of rug-
ged koppies and hills.

The KNP is drained from west to east by two major river 
systems, the Komati and the Limpopo, which form the park’s 
southern and northern borders respectively. Six large rivers – 
the Crocodile, Sabie, Sand, Olifants, Letaba and Luvuvhu – also 
dissect the park. All these rivers originate on the great South 
African escarpment to the west. Under natural conditions they 
are all perennial, but heavy water abstraction within their catch-
ments now causes them to dry up annually. Other water sources 
within the IBA are pools, seasonal rivers, springs and pans, as 
well as artificial waterholes and dams.

The climate is characterised by two distinct seasons: a hot 
rainy season from October to March and a cool dry season 
from April to September. The KNP receives an average an-
nual rainfall of 500–550 mm, with the highest amounts in the 

south-west (625–750 mm around Pretoriuskop) and the low-
est in the north-east (375–600 mm in the vicinity of Pafuri). 
Annual average minimum and maximum temperatures are  
4 °C and 34 °C respectively.

The KNP supports a wide diversity of habitats owing to the 
complex underlying geology of the region. Granitic soils domi-
nating the western half and basaltic soils in the east are separat-
ed by a belt of sandy Karoo sediments. These soils give rise to a 
plethora of different types of deciduous woodland and savanna. 
Compounding this diversity is the fact that the KNP extends 
through three degrees of latitude, which results in the presence 
of various types of temperate and subtropical lowland savanna 
and woodland. While most of the vegetation consists of decidu-
ous savanna, a large variety of structural features, ranging from 
dense forest to open shrubby grassland, also occur. 

birds
The KNP is known to support more than 490 bird species, about 
57% of the species found in the entire southern African sub-
region. The diversity of birds can be attributed to the numerous 
different habitats and the ecotonal nature of the area. There are 
several important populations of widespread species that do not 
thrive outside large protected areas. In addition, the riverine for-
ests constitute habitat corridors that are used by some species 
of the Drakensberg escarpment to move down to the Lowveld 
to escape the severe escarpment winters. The riverine forests 
also provide habitat for secretive, river-dependent species such 
as Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli, White-backed Night Heron 
Gorsachius leuconotus and African Finfoot Podica senegalensis. 

The rivers, floodplains, pans, dams and vleis are important for 
many wetland-dependent and associated birds, such as Black 
Stork Ciconia nigra (which breeds in the gorges of the nearby 
Lebombo Mountains), Woolly-necked Stork C. episcopus, Af-
rican Openbill Anastomus lamelligerus, Saddle-billed Stork 
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Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis and White-crowned Lapwing 
Vanellus albiceps. When conditions are suitable, Pink-backed 
Pelican Pelecanus rufescens, Great White Pelican P. onocrotalus, 
Rufous-bellied Heron Ardeola rufiventris, Greater Flamingo 
Phoenicopterus roseus, Lesser Moorhen Gallinula angulata, Al-
len’s Gallinule Porphyrio alleni, Lesser Jacana Microparra capen
sis, African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Chestnut-banded 
Plover Charadrius pallidus and Black Coucal Centropus grillii 
occur in small numbers. The seasonally flooded grasslands to 
the north of Shingwedzi hold Corn Crake Crex crex in summer.

Of the wide-ranging species that are rare outside South Af-
rica’s large national parks, Marabou Stork Leptoptilos crumen
iferus, Hooded Vulture Necrosyrtes monachus, White-backed 
Vulture Gyps africanus, Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos trachelio
tos, White-headed Vulture Aegypius occipitalis, Martial Eagle 
Polemaetus bellicosus, Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus, Tawny 
Eagle Aquila rapax, Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori and Southern 
Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri are locally common in 
the KNP. Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres regularly forages in the 
park. Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus and African Grass Owl 
Tyto capensis occur in low numbers.

The varied woodland communities host a plethora of small 
accipiters, cuckoos, owls, kingfishers, bee-eaters, rollers, horn-
bills, barbets, robins, cisticolas, flycatchers, shrikes, starlings, 
sunbirds, weavers, finches and waxbills. The thicket and forest 
areas support Brown-headed Parrot Poicephalus cryptoxanthus 

and Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis, which are 
restricted to the East African Coast biome. The small patches 
of sandveld in the far north-east hold low numbers of Pink-
throated Twinspot Hypargos margaritatus, while the Lala palm 
savanna, also in the north-east, supports Lemon-breasted Ca-
nary Crithagra citrinipectus.

Near Pafuri, in the extreme north, many species reach 
the southern limit of their Afro-tropical range and are con-
sequently extremely rare in South Africa, although they are 
considerably more common and widespread just outside 
the country’s borders. Such species include Dickinson’s Kes-
trel Falco dickinsoni, Racket-tailed Roller Coracias spatulata, 
Tropical Boubou Laniarius major, Mottled Spinetail Telacan
thura ussheri and Böhm’s Spinetail Neafrapus boehmi, as well as 
Grey-headed Parrot Poicephalus fuscicollis, which is found in 
the riparian forests and thickets of the far north. These species  
are of interest from a South African perspective, but are of 
little sub-regional or global conservation significance as the 
populations are small and peripheral.

Red-billed Oxpecker Buphagus erythrorhynchus is common 
and widespread, but Yellow-billed Oxpecker B. africanus was 
considered extinct until 1979. This species has recolonised the 
KNP naturally and is now considered an uncommon breeding 
resident, occurring throughout the park but especially in the 
northern half.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture, Hooded Vul-
ture, White-backed Vulture, Lappet-faced Vulture, Southern  
Ground-Hornbill, White-headed Vulture, Kori Bustard, 
Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, Bateleur, Secreta-
rybird Sagittarius serpentarius and Martial Eagle. Regionally 
threatened species are White-backed Night Heron, Saddle-
billed Stork, Tawny Eagle, African Finfoot, African Grass 
Owl, Pel’s Fishing Owl, Black Stork, Marabou Stork, African 
Pygmy Goose Nettapus auritus, Bat Hawk Macheiramphus al
cinus, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Greater Painted-snipe 
Rostratula benghalensis, Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semi
torquata and Lemon-breasted Canary. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species include Arnot’s 
Chat Pentholaea arnotti (restricted to the north of the park) 
and the uncommon Stierling’s Wren-Warbler Calamonastes 
stierlingi, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike, Meves’s Starling Lamprot
ornis mevesii and Lemon-breasted Canary. Burchell’s Starling  
L. australis and White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis 
are fairly common, while Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonya
nus, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and Brown-headed  
Parrot are common. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The most important threats to this IBA are located outside it. For 
example, some of its main rivers originate in Gauteng and the 
highlands of Mpumalanga or flow through industrial and agri-
cultural areas where they become polluted. Excessive extraction 
upstream results in a low flow – or even none at all – in rivers 
that were once perennial. Eutrification results in excessive algal 
growth, some of which has proved toxic to certain life forms. 

Storms, floods and droughts occur regularly, affecting vegeta-
tion. Some keystone riverine species, such as sycamore fig Ficus 
sycomorus, have declined drastically in the past two decades as 
a result of severe weather. The Olifants River lost the majority 
of its figs in the floods of 2000 and 2012, while the drought of 
1994 killed most of the figs along the Luvuvhu River when it 
ceased to flow. The loss of extensive areas of riparian habitat due 
to flooding has led to a substantial reduction in available roost-
ing sites for species such as Pel’s Fishing Owl and White-backed 
Night Heron along the Olifants River. The increased frequency 
and intensity of flooding reduces the likelihood that these habi-
tats will recover sufficiently to provide suitable habitat for these 
species in future.

Thickening of bush, and to a lesser extent bush encroach-
ment, is a serious threat to many IBA trigger species, espe-
cially ground-living birds such as Secretarybird and Southern 
Ground-Hornbill.

The increase in the KNP’s elephant population may pose 
additional risks for birds, especially some of the IBA’s trigger 
species. There is conclusive evidence that the dual impact of 
elephants and the historical block-burning fire regime caused 
a significant decrease in the number of large trees, especial-
ly in certain areas. It is possible that large knob thorn trees 
Vachellia (formerly Acacia) nigrescens, which are the favou-
rite nesting tree of Wahlberg’s Eagle Hieraaetus wahlbergi and 
trigger species such as White-backed Vulture, are going into 
a rapid decline because they are sensitive to bark stripping 
and are being toppled by elephants. Other keystone species 
that provide nesting sites, such as baobab Adansonia digitata, 
are also being impacted by elephants, especially in the drier 
northern areas and during periods of drought. 

Much work has been done to reduce the risks posed by power 
lines to birds in the KNP. Eskom, EWT and SANParks have  

embarked on a campaign to mark power lines that have inci-
dents of bird collisions. Pole structures have to be changed to 
lessen the likelihood of collisions and transformers have to be 
insulated to reduce the risk of electrocution. This project is on-
going and phases 2 and 3 will be implemented from 2015. 

Conservation action
By the late 19th century most of the large mammal populations 
in South Africa had been severely decimated by uncontrolled 
hunting. Some species, such as white rhinoceros Ceratotherium 
simum, became locally extinct. In 1898 the land between the 
Sabie and Crocodile rivers was proclaimed a government game 
reserve. By 1903, most of the current park had protected status, 
and in May 1926 the various local game reserves were united to 
form the KNP. It has been administered by the National Parks 
Board (now SANParks) since that time. 

APNR is an association of privately owned nature reserves 
bordering the KNP. The fences between the KNP and APNR 
were removed in 1993. The APNR – and therefore the whole 
IBA – is not formally protected. Nevertheless, the reserves in 
APNR are managed as protected areas and are therefore ex-
tremely valuable from a conservation point of view. 

Related webpages
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/kruger/

Further reading
Benn et al. (1995); Botha (2014); Braack (1983); Chittenden (1992); 
Chittenden et al. (2008); Fraser et al. (1987); Gertenbach (1983); Joubert 
(1984); Kemp (1974, 1980); Kemp et al. (1989); Kemp et al. (2001); Murn 
et al. (2013); Newman (1987); Sinclair et al. (1991); Tarboton et al. (1987); 
Venter et al. (1984a); Venter et al. (1984b); Watson (1990a, 1990b); Whyte 
et al. (1987). 

MozAMBiquE

punda Maria

Limpopo

Mpumalanga

Letaba

Satara
Orpen

Skukuza

➣

N

kruger nAtIOnAL pArk

mozambique

punda Maria

Limpopo

mpumalanga

Letaba

Satara
Orpen

Skukuza

➣

N

kruger nAtIOnAL pArk IbA

0             20             40                            100 km

Limpopo

Olifants

Shingwedzi

 Kruger national parK  AlBERT fROnEmAn

Sabie

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kruger_National_Park
http://www.sanparks.co.za/parks/kruger/


32  IBA DIRECTORY 2015   lImpOpO  33

site description
The Soutpansberg is an east–west trending mountain range 
that stretches c. 130 km from 10 km west of Thohoyandou in 
the east to Vivo in the west. Louis Trichardt lies in the centre 
of the range, below its southern slopes. The mountains rise  
c. 700 m from the surrounding plains to form the spectacular 
peaks of Maditshwene (1 606 m a.s.l.) and Letjume (1 747 m 
a.s.l.) in the west and Entabeni (1 449 m a.s.l.) in the east. To 
the north, the plains drop into the Lowveld of the Limpopo 
Valley. The Soutpansberg is made up of an ancient sequence of 
sedimentary rocks and basaltic lavas that have been strongly 
faulted and displaced along east–west trending fractures, giv-
ing rise to the characteristic series of ridges and troughs that 
make up most of the range. 

The mountains hold the catchments of some important Lim-
popo Province rivers, including the Sand, Mutamba, Nzhelele,  

Nwanedzi, Mutale and Luvuvhu. All of these flow north into 
the province’s most important river, the Limpopo. Rainfall is 
highly variable, ranging up to an average of 1 860 mm p.a. 
for Entabeni, which is one of the highest annual rainfalls 
recorded in South Africa. Average annual rainfall decreases 
both farther west and on the north-facing rain-shadow slopes, 
where Langjan receives only 400 mm p.a.

Patches of high-altitude Afromontane forest are found in val-
leys and moist basins, especially on the Soutpansberg’s south-
facing slopes. Trees can be up to 30–40 m tall and distinct strata 
of emergent, canopy, shrub and ground layers are present. 

birds
The Soutpansberg supports one colony of Cape Vulture Gyps 
coprotheres. The thick forest vegetation in the valleys and ba-
sins holds Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, Forest 
Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, 
Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Narina Trogon 
Apaloderma narina, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, 
Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Black-fronted 
Bush-Shrike C. nigrifrons, Green Twinspot Mandingoa nitid
ula and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. The bushveld on the 
slopes supports Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis, 
White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis and Burnt-
necked Eremomela Eremomela usticollis.

The grasslands at the summit of the Soutpansberg hold pro-
tea woodland suitable for Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gur
neyi. In the rivers that flow from the catchment area towards 
the Lowveld there are small populations of African Finfoot 
Podica senegalensis and White-backed Night Heron Gorsa
chius leuconotus. African Broadbill Smithornis capensis breeds 
in the natural forests. 

soutpansberg
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 389 320 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

iba trigger species
Cape Vulture (300 individuals and 147 breeding pairs) and 
Crowned Eagle are globally threatened species in this IBA. 
Regionally threatened species are Black Stork Ciconia nigra 
and Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi. Common 
biome-restricted and restricted-range species are Knysna Tu-
raco, Gurney’s Sugarbird, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla 
stellata, White-throated Robin-Chat, Chorister Robin-Chat, 
Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Barred Wren-Warbler 
Calamonastes fasciolatus, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike, White- 
bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and Swee Waxbill Coccopy
gia melanotis. 

Uncommon species in these categories are Grey Cuckoo-
shrike, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ru
ficapilla, Forest Canary, Orange Ground Thrush, Kalahari 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena and Barratt’s Warbler Brad
ypterus barratti.

conservation issues 
Threats
Commercial timber is grown extensively in the eastern section 
of the massif, although no new plantations have been estab-
lished recently. Parts of the range are also used for subtropical 
fruit farming, mainly avocados, mangoes, nuts and citrus. 

A number of power lines occur in the IBA that could im-
pact on its trigger species. No collision and electrocution data 

are available. Of concern is the proposed construction of the 
Borutho to Nzhelele power line, which will run between the 
Blouberg (SA004) and Soutpansberg IBAs. It is possible that 
this line could affect vultures moving between the colonies in 
these two sites. A large number of mining applications have 
been submitted for an area to the north of and bordering the 
IBA. There is a concern that, if approved, these developments 
could have a negative impact on the site. 

Conservation action
The eastern section of the Soutpansberg holds various forest 
reserves, including the Timbadola, Klein Australië, Goede-
hoop and Roodewal, as well as Entabeni and Hanglip State 
forests, and the private Buzzard Mountain Retreat, which 
lies 20 km west of Louis Trichardt. Most of these protected 
areas are partly afforested and partly indigenous. There are 
two small formal nature reserves and the rest of the land 
is privately owned. The IBA falls within the Vhembe Bio-
sphere Reserve. 

Related webpage
Vhembe Biosphere Reserve: www.vhembebiosphere.org/

Further reading
Benson et al. (1990); Carr (1990); Clinning et al. (1990); Coetzee et al. 
(1981); Jacobsen (1990); Tarboton (1990); Tarboton et al. (1984). 

blouberg
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 36 270 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

site description
Blouberg is an inselberg that lies to the west of the Soutpans-
berg range, some 80 km west of Louis Trichardt. This small, 
rugged pinnacle rises sharply from the surrounding plateau, 
the average altitude of which is 1 000 m a.s.l. Peaks such 
as Sesuane (1 552 m a.s.l.), Lenare (1 385 m a.s.l.) and the  
summit Gamonnaasenamoriri (2 051 m a.s.l.) dominate the 
massif. The IBA is defined as the part of the inselberg that 
lies above the 1 100-m a.s.l. contour line. The average annual 
rainfall is 400 mm and the average minimum and maximum 
temperatures are 8 °C and 27 °C respectively.

Small patches of high-altitude Afromontane forest are 
found in valleys and moist basins throughout Blouberg. For-
est trees are widespread, while ferns such as Cyathea dregei, 
shrubs and small trees are abundant along the forest edges.

birds
The cliffs at Blouberg regularly hold between 900 and 1 000 
pairs of Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres, making it now the 
world’s largest colony for the species. In the past these vul-
tures bred at satellite colonies such as Leipsig, Glenferness 
and Millbank, but this is no longer the case; now they breed 
only at the main colony of Blouberg. White-backed Vultures 
Gyps africanus occasionally wander through the area and visit 
the vulture feeding station in the reserve.

The surrounding woodland holds Red-crested Korhaan Lo
photis ruficrista, Monotonous Lark Mirafra passerina, Marico 
Flycatcher Bradornis mariquensis, Southern Pied Babbler 
Turdoides bicolor, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, 
White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, Barred Wren-
Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus, Burnt-necked Eremomela  
Eremomela usticollis, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viri
dis, Southern White-crowned Shrike Eurocephalus anguitimens,  
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Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes squamifrons, Violet-eared 
Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus, Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda 
erythronotos, Crested Guineafowl Guttera pucherani and Kori 
Bustard Ardeotis kori. 

iba trigger species
Cape Vulture is a globally threatened species. Common  
biome-restricted species are Kurrichane Thrush Turdus  
libonyanus, White-throated Robin-Chat, Gorgeous Bush-
Shrike and White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala. Uncom-
mon biome-restricted species are Kalahari Scrub Robin and 
Barred Wren-Warbler.

conservation issues 
Threats
For a wide-ranging species such as Cape Vulture there are 
many threats that do not originate in the Blouberg IBA, such as 
the Borutho Nzelele 400-kV power line that will soon be con-
structed nearby. Electrocution and collisions with power lines 
are a major hazard for the species and the presence of such a 
high-voltage power line near the vulture colony is a concern. 
Threats to the IBA itself are relatively few. Communities on the 

border of the Blouberg Nature Reserve want to utilise resources 
within the protected area and poaching is a problem. A num-
ber of applications for mining iron ore near the reserve have 
been submitted. 

Conservation action
The IBA consists of the Blouberg Nature Reserve, which 
was established in 1983, as well as some private properties. 
The Cape Vulture colony is located within the reserve and is 
therefore formally protected. In 2013 a management plan was 
drafted for the reserve, but there is insufficient funding and 
not enough staff to implement the plan. Friends of Blouberg 
plays an active role in supporting the reserve manager, moni-
toring birds and other animals and supporting vulture con-
servation projects. 

Related webpages
www.friendsofblouberg.org.za
www.ledet.gov.za

Further reading
Benson et al. (1984); Benson et al. (1990); Coetzee et al. (1981).

site description
This site consists of an arc of hills and a series of forests along 
the western rim of Tzaneen. The landscape comprises spec- 
tacular mountains with steep slopes, gorges and amphi -
theatres. Rainfall averages 500 mm p.a. on the lower slopes, but 
as much as 1 500 mm p.a. can fall in the high-altitude mist-belt. 
Annual average minimum and maximum temperatures are  
7 °C and 21 °C respectively, but temperatures vary with alti-
tude, ranging between -1 °C and 33 °C.

The IBA includes a number of forest reserves. Although 
the region is dominated by a matrix of Eucalyptus and Pinus 
plantations, large expanses of good-quality, high-altitude  

Afromontane forest and small patches of grassland are scat-
tered in the valleys and moist basins of the Tzaneen Moun-
tains. There are distinct strata of emergent, canopy and shrub 
layers in the forest, and trees can reach a height of 50 m. 

Several important rivers have their sources in these moun-
tains, including the Molototsi, Nwandi, Hlangana and Letsitele, 
most of which eventually empty into the Letaba River. The Leta-
ba, which flows into the Kruger National Park and neighbouring 
Mozambique, periodically runs dry due to the loss of catchment 
water from the water-hungry plantations. Water conservation is 
a high-priority issue on the escarpment, and water utilisation 
requires intense monitoring and management.

birds
Bat Hawk Macheiramphus alcinus breeds in plantations and 
forest reserves in the IBA, as do both Martial Eagle Polemae
tus bellicosus and Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus. 
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus occurs on the mountain 
cliffs. This is one of very few areas in South Africa holding 
Black-fronted Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus nigrifrons, which 
inhabits forest and forest edges. The region’s forests are also 
home to Cape Parrot Poicephalus robustus, Orange Ground 
Thrush Zoothera gurneyi, Bush Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapil
lus, Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco 
corythaix, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Brown 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Grey Cuckooshrike Cor
acina caesia, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, 
Green Twinspot Mandingoa nitidula and Forest Canary 
Crithagra scotops.

Some of the local rivers, particularly those at lower altitude, 
hold African Finfoot Podica senegalensis and White-backed 
Night Heron Gorsachius leuconotus. Marshy and open climax 
grasslands support Broad-tailed Warbler Schoenicola brevi
rostris and Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis. Blue Swallow 
Hirundo atrocaerulea has been recorded and probably regu-
larly uses these grasslands on migration.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Bush Blackcap and Crowned 
Eagle. Regionally threatened species are White-backed 
Night Heron, Striped Flufftail, African Finfoot, Cape Parrot, 
Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata, Bat Hawk and 
Orange Ground Thrush. 

The restricted-range and biome-restricted species in the 
IBA are Knysna Turaco, Grey-headed Bush-Shrike Mala
conotus blanchoti, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, 
Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapil
la, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala, Swee Waxbill 
Coccopygia melanotis and Forest Canary, all of which are 
common. Fairly common species in these categories are 
Forest Buzzard, Orange Ground Thrush and Brown Scrub  

Robin, while Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus barratti is an un-
common species. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The region is used extensively for forestry and plantations cover 
large sections of the IBA. The remaining indigenous forest is 
under considerable threat from the spread of alien trees from 
surrounding plantations and the activities within these planta-
tions. It is unclear whether infrastructure such as power lines 
and roads have a negative impact on the IBA’s trigger species; 
the same is true of tourism activities (especially 4x4 vehicles). 

Conservation action
The IBA includes a number of State and private forest reserves 
as well as several formally protected nature reserves. About 24% 
of the IBA is formally protected. The reserves have management 
plans but a lack of funding and staff prevents them from being  
fully implemented. Friends of Haenertsburg is active in the 
IBA and is involved especially in efforts to conserve the 
grasslands around the town. A number of BirdLife South  
Africa-accredited bird guides operate in the IBA. 

wolKberg Forest belt
Status:  Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 351 570 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

poloKwane nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 2 660 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

site description
This site lies 3 km south of Polokwane and is located in un-
dulating open acacia savanna and grassland. In general, the 
climate is semi-arid with three distinct seasons: hot and wet 
from November to April; cool and dry from April to August; 
and hot and dry from August to October. 

birds
The reserve supports at least 350 bird species. It is the only re-
serve in South Africa in which the isolated eastern population 
of Short-clawed Lark Certhilauda chuana occurs. Secretary-
bird Sagittarius serpentarius can be found here and occasion-
ally breeds. White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus and Cape 
Vulture G. coprotheres are occasional visitors. Other wood-
land specials include Red-crested Korhaan Lophotis ruficrista, 
White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, Kalahari 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Burnt-necked Eremomela 
Eremomela usticollis, Barred Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fas
ciolata, Marico Flycatcher Bradornis mariquensis, Crimson- 
breasted Shrike Laniarius atrococcineus, Scaly-feathered 
Finch Sporopipes squamifrons, Violet-eared Waxbill Uraegin
thus granatinus, Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda erythronotus 
and Shaft-tailed Whydah Vidua regia.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture, White-backed 
Vulture and Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus. Regionally 
threatened species include Short-clawed Lark (30-55 pairs, 
80-120 individuals; in addition, approximately 75 pairs occur 

on neighbouring properties). Of the biome-restricted species 
in the IBA, Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus and Barred 
Wren-Warbler are common, while White-throated Robin-
Chat and Kalahari Scrub Robin are less common. 
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conservation issues 
Threats
The proximity of the IBA to Polokwane city centre makes this 
area attractive for housing developments and the growth of ur-
ban areas on its border poses the most important threat. The 
mines in the vicinity are a concern as contaminated water and 
other pollutants occasionally spill into the reserve. A number 
of mining applications have been submitted for an area to the 
south of the IBA. A fire plan exists for the reserve but is not al-
ways adhered to. Uncontrolled fires are a problem and fires after 
October, when Short-clawed Lark is breeding, can destroy nests 
and breeding habitat for the species. 

Conservation action
The protection status of this IBA is unclear. It was previ-
ously formally protected but apparently was not formally 
proclaimed by the Polokwane municipality in terms of 
NEM:PAA. This situation needs to be rectified. 

Expansion of the IBA’s boundary by including undeveloped 
municipal land to the north-east of the reserve should be con-
sidered. The main trigger species for the IBA, Short-clawed Lark, 
occurs in good numbers on these properties and might even  
occur in larger numbers there than in the reserve itself, espe-
cially as it prefers degraded areas. The fire management policy 
that has been formulated for the reserve (involving a four-year 
rotational burning programme) should be implemented.

BirdLife Polokwane is actively involved in bird monitoring 
and conservation activities in the IBA. 

Further reading
Engelbrecht (2005). 

Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and Mountain 
Wagtail Motacilla clara occur along the mountain streams. 
Some of the rivers hold White-backed Night Heron Gorsa
chius leuconotus and African Finfoot Podica senegalensis. 
Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata and Cape Rock 
Thrush Monticola rupestris, which are endemic to South  
Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland, also occur in the IBA. 

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture (818 active nests 
in 2013), Secretarybird, Martial Eagle, Blue Crane, Denham’s 
Bustard and Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri. 
Regionally threatened birds are White-backed Night Heron, 
Lanner Falcon, White-bellied Korhaan, African Grass Owl 
Tyto capensis, Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax, African Finfoot and 
Half-collared Kingfisher.

Biome-restricted species include Kurrichane Thrush Turdus 
libonyanus, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala, Barred 
Wren-Warbler and Burchell’s Starling Lamprotornis australis, 
which are common. White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha hu
meralis is considered fairly common and Buff-streaked Chat, 
Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena and Gurney’s Sugar-
bird are regarded as uncommon. 

conservation issues 
Threats
There are surprisingly few threats to this large IBA. Agricultural 
activities are declining and large areas of agricultural land have 
been converted to game farms. Uncontrolled fires are probably 
the biggest threat to the trigger species and their habitats. The 
poisoning of vultures remains a threat; a single incident can  

potentially kill large numbers of these birds. A few applications 
to mine in the IBA have been submitted. However, the Waterberg 
is not an area of high mineral content and mining should not be 
a threat to this IBA. Collisions with radio and television towers 
as well as power lines have caused substantial vulture mortality. 
A number of large dams occur in the IBA. Although the man-
agement of these dams does not directly affect the Water berg 
System IBA, it does have an impact on the Nyl River Floodplain 
IBA (SA008), as the Waterberg is within the catchment of the 
Nyl River. These two IBAs are therefore interconnected. 

Conservation action
Protected areas in the IBA are Marakele National Park, 
D’Nyala Nature Reserve, Entabeni Nature Reserve, Doorn-
draai Nature Reserve and Hans Strijdom Nature Reserve. 
Welgevonden Private Nature Reserve has also applied to re-
ceive formal protection as a nature reserve. These reserves are 
generally well managed, although some of them lack funding 
and staff. Unfortunately some of the vulture colonies fall out-
side Marakele National Park and extending the park’s bound-
ary to rectify this situation should be investigated. The IBA 
also forms part of the Waterberg Biosphere Reserve. 

BirdLife Northern Gauteng became the Local Conservation 
Group for this IBA. It will assist with bird-monitoring proj-
ects in the IBA, such as SABAP2, CWAC and ringing. 

Related webpage
www.waterbergbiosphere.org

Further reading
Benson et al. (1984); Benson et al. (1990); Coetzee et al. (1981). 

waterberg systeM
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 1 321 450 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

site description
This IBA consists of the whole Waterberg plateau, roughly 
between the towns of Modimolle, Thabazimbi, Lephalale and 
Mokopane. The area includes the Waterberg range, which is 
about 130 km long. Kransberg, a massif in the western sector 
of the range, has been incorporated into Marakele National 
Park. The Hanglipberge, in the east, hold a series of dramatic 
cliffs suitable for cliff-nesting species. 

The area is characterised by open broad-leaved woodland 
that is common on the plains below the Waterberg Mountains. 

birds
Kransberg holds a large colony of 800–850 Cape Vulture Gyps 
coprotheres pairs. There are many other raptor species in the 
IBA, such as Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Verreauxs’ 
Eagle Aquila verreauxii, Jackal Buzzard Buteo rufofuscus 
and African Harrier-Hawk Polyboroides typus. The IBA also 
contains breeding populations of Peregrine Falcon Falco per
egrinus, Lanner Falcon F. biarmicus, Black Stork Ciconia nigra 
and Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis.

The grasslands support small populations of Denham’s 
Bustard Neotis denhami, White-bellied Korhaan Eupodotis 
senegalensis, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus and Secre-
tarybird Sagittarius serpentarius. Gurney’s Sugarbird Prome
rops gurneyi occurs at higher altitudes, for example in the 
Marekele National Park, where Protea roupelliae dominates 
the protea woodland.

Woodland birds include Red-crested Korhaan Lophotis ru
ficrista, Monotonous Lark Mirafra passerina, Barred Wren-
Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus, Southern White-crowned 
Shrike Eurocephalus anguitimens, Scaly-feathered Finch 
Sporo pipes squamifrons, Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus 
granatinus and Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda erythronotos. 
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site description
The Nyl River forms a 70-km-long grassy floodplain that is 
one of the largest in South Africa, running from 10 km south 
of Mookgopong northward to Mokopane. The area, known as 
Nylsvley, is located in extensive flat to undulating terrain be-
tween 1 050 and 1 080 m a.s.l. The floodplain starts to widen 
at the western edge of Nylsvley Nature Reserve and in some 
places attains a width of 5–6 km. At its northern end it nar-
rows and assumes the character of a normal river. The only 
prominent hills are Maroelakop (1 140 m a.s.l.) and Stem-
merskop (1 090 m a.s.l.), which are close together in Nyls-
vley Nature Reserve. The system derives its floodwaters from 
rain that falls in the nearby foothills of the Waterberg range 
(Waterberg System IBA). About 12 tributaries drain this area 
and discharge their water into the floodplain at various points 
along its course. In general, the climate is semi-arid, with 
three fairly distinct seasons: a hot, wet season from Novem-
ber to April, during which the Nyl River occasionally floods; 
a cool, dry season from April to August; and a hot, dry season 
from August to October. The annual average minimum and 
maximum temperatures are 12 °C and 26.4 °C respectively, 
and the mean rainfall is about 600 mm p.a.

This is the largest wetland of its kind in South Africa and 
it is basically a grass-dominated, seasonally inundated flood-
plain, which in years of poor rainfall may not be flooded at all. 
It requires precipitation of at least 10% above the annual mean 
to produce significant inundation. The ephemeral nature of 
the wetland and the kind of vegetation and microhabitats it 
provides account for the floodplain being attractive to a wide 
variety of wetland bird species, many of which breed in large 
numbers in years of suitable rainfall. The dominant grass in 
flooded areas is  Oryza longistaminata, which may grow to  
2 m tall and provides cover, food and nesting material for 
many wetland birds.

Bushes and trees, including many Vachellia (formerly Aca
cia) species, are scattered singly and in clumps throughout the 

floodplain and provide nesting sites for herons, bitterns and 
egrets. The floodplain has very little permanent reedbed veg-
etation. A particularly interesting aspect of the vegetation is 
the occurrence of the tropical grass Paspalidium germinatum, 
which is recorded from nowhere else in South Africa. In some 
of the high-lying areas the vegetation comprises broad-leaved 
savanna and grassland, with Eragrostis pallens and Digitaria 
eriantha dominating in the latter.

birds
The area has a list of 426 bird species. The floodplain occa-
sionally erupts with activity, holding up to 80 000 birds in 
years of high rainfall. Nylsvley is particularly important as it 
attracts large numbers of rare and locally threatened water-
birds. In particularly wet seasons, Dwarf Bittern Ixobrychus 
sturmii, Little Bittern I. minutus, Allen’s Gallinule Porphyrio 
alleni and Lesser Moorhen Gallinula angulata are common. 
Other rare species, such as Slaty Egret Egretta vinaceigula, 

Streaky-breasted Flufftail Sarothrura boehmi and Baillon’s 
Crake Porzana pusilla, breed erratically, whenever condi-
tions are suitable. Corn Crake Crex crex occurs here in the 
austral summer. The wetland also occasionally supports ex-
tremely large numbers of Great Egret Egretta alba, Little Egret 
E. garzetta, Yellow-billed Egret E. intermedia, Squacco Heron 
Ardeola ralloides, Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax 
nycticorax, African Spoonbill Platalea alba and Southern  
Pochard Netta erythrophthalma. Yellow-billed Stork Mycteria 
ibis and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis occur in the flooded 
grasslands and Black-winged Pratincole Glareola nordmanni 
is occasionally seen in large numbers in the drier grassland 
surrounding the floodplain. Almost every species of South 
African duck is found here at one time or another, some in 
very large numbers.

The surrounding woodland holds Secretarybird Sagittarius 
serpentarius and small numbers of White-backed Vulture 
Gyps africanus. Cape Vulture G. coprotheres is a scarce visi-
tor. Other woodland specials include Red-crested Korhaan 
Lophotis ruficrista, Southern Pied Babbler Turdoides bicolor, 
White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, Kalahari 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Burnt-necked Eremomela 
Eremomela usticollis, Barred Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fas
ciolatus, Marico Flycatcher Bradornis mariquensis, Crimson- 
breasted Shrike Laniarius atrococcineus, Southern White-
crowned Shrike Eurocephalus anguitimens, Burchell’s Starling 
Lamprotornis australis, Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes 
squamifrons, Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus, 
Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda erythronotos and Shaft-tailed 
Whydah Vidua regia.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Black-winged Pratincole and 
Secretarybird, while regionally threatened species are African 
Grass Owl, Greater Painted-snipe Rostratula benghalensis and 
Black Stork Ciconia nigra. Common biome-restricted species 
are Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Burchell’s Starling, 
Barred Wren-Warbler and White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris 
talatala. White-throated Robin-Chat is fairly common and 
Kalahari Scrub Robin is uncommon. 

Great Egret, Squacco Heron, Black-crowned Night Heron, 
Dwarf Bittern, Southern Pochard, African Snipe Gallinago 
nigripennis, White-backed Duck Thalassornis leuconotus, Af-
rican Spoonbill, Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis 
and White-faced Whistling Duck Dendrocygna viduata are 
congregatory species.

conservation issues 
Threats
The system is reliant on rain falling in the Waterberg System 
(IBA SA007) and inundating the plain. Any impoundment or 
disturbance to the flow of the handful of rivers that contribute 
to the floodplain could seriously impact Nylsvley. The river is 
subjected to small-scale damming, dykes and the extraction 
of sand, all of which may alter the delicate flooding regime 
that drives this dynamic system. Another threat to the IBA 
is the large amount of water extracted from the floodplain 
by centre-pivot irrigation schemes. Uncontrolled fires are a 

problem, as demonstrated by the fire that devastated large 
parts of the floodplain in 2013. On the other hand, regular 
block burns are not conducted sufficiently on the floodplain, 
which is leading to the encroachment of bush and the loss of 
grassland, as well as some grassland patches becoming mori-
bund. Part of the reason for this is that the wetland remains 
wet in winter, making it difficult to conduct burns in it. In 
2013–2014 a number of applications were received to mine on 
the floodplain. If approved, mines could have a detrimental 
impact on the trigger species in the IBA. 

Conservation action
The Nylsvley Nature Reserve is located within the IBA and was 
established in 1967. It is also a Ramsar site. The reserve is well 
managed and has a management plan, although there is insuf-
ficient funding and staff to implement it. The management plan 
also does not address issues relating to bird conservation in the 
reserve, for example the management of the grasses in the wet-
land. It is hoped that in 2015 an area east of Mokopane will be 
declared the Grootvaley Protected Environment. A concerted 
effort should be made to obtain Protected Environment status 
for the area outside the nature reserve. 

Friends of Nylsvley provides valuable support to the re-
serve’s staff. 

Related webpage
www.nylsvley.co.za

Further reading
Coetzee et al. (1977); Harmse (1977); Tarboton (1979, 1987b). 

nyl river Floodplain
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i, iii)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 43 640 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected
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site description
The site consists of a group of privately owned farms that 
forms a triangle delineated roughly by the Crocodile River in 
the east and the Bierspruit River in the west; the confluence 
of these two rivers is approximately 3 km south-west of Tha-
bazimbi. The road running along the railway line from Bier-
spruit siding to Northam and on to Koedoeskop forms the 
southern boundary of the IBA. Characterised by flat plains 
on black vertic clays derived from basalt, the area is widely 
used for wheat, maize, sunflower and livestock farming. Tem-
peratures vary between extremes of -6 °C and 40 °C, with an 
average of 19 °C. The summer rainfall is erratic and variable, 
ranging from 450 to 750 mm p.a. Some natural patches of 
clay thorn bushveld remain and are scattered throughout the 
farmland. 

birds
This area holds the core of the remaining resident South Afri-
can population of Yellow-throated Sandgrouse Pterocles gut
turalis. The sandgrouse inhabit short, open grasslands, fallow 
fields and recently burnt veld, especially on black clay soils 
near water. Other important birds in the IBA include Secre-
tarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori, 
Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and Black-winged Pratincole 
Glareola nordmanni. 

iba trigger species
The only globally threatened species is Black-winged Pra-
tincole; regionally threatened species are Lanner Falcon and 

Yellow-throated Sandgrouse. Common biome-restricted  
species include Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, White-
throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, Burchell’s Starling 
Lamprotornis australis, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris tala
tala and the fairly common Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropy
gia paena.

conservation issues 
Threats
The Yellow-throated Sandgrouse population is relatively 
healthy. The birds have adapted to foraging in fallow fields 
over the past few years because much of their natural habi-
tat has been transformed into agricultural land, especially 
through the establishment of centre-pivot irrigation schemes. 
There are a number of mines in the area and it is a concern 
that their footprint is increasing.  

Conservation action
No formal protected areas occur within the IBA. More moni-
toring is needed to determine the population status of Yellow-
throated Sandgrouse and especially the threats that impact on 
this species. The status of other trigger species within the IBA 
must also be studied in more detail. Based on this analysis, the 
status of this IBA should be re-evaluated. 

Further reading
Blane et al. (1990). 

northern turF thornveld
Status: Sub-regional IBA (c1)  •  Province: Limpopo  •  Size: 56 090 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

blyde river canyon
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4ii)   •  Province: Limpopo/Mpumalanga  •  Size: 151 460 ha  

Protection: Partially Protected

site description
This IBA was extended in 2014 to include the previous Gras-
kop Grasslands and Mac-Mac Escarpment & Forests IBAs. 

The Blyde River Canyon is located c. 8 km north of Graskop 
and 18 km south-west of Hoedspruit. It stretches for nearly 
20 km as it cuts a spectacular path through the granite of the 
South African escarpment, and in places reaches a depth of 
700 m. The IBA includes the Blyde River Canyon Nature Re-
serve, the Swadini and Manoutsa sections of the Mpumalanga 
Drakensberg escarpment that fall outside the reserve, and a 
number of State forests. At the confluence of the Blyde and 
Origstad rivers, in the northern section of the reserve, an 
impoundment forms the Blydepoort Dam. The spectacular 
gorge is flanked by some remarkable peaks, including Mara-
kalala, Three Rondawels (1 749 m a.s.l.), Magale (1 688 m  
a.s.l.), Three Sisters (1 704 m a.s.l.), Scotland Hill (1 736 m 
a.s.l.), Devil’s Window (1 771 m a.s.l.), the Peak (1 832 m a.s.l.)  
and God’s Window (1 730 m a.s.l.). Several rivers, including 
the Blyde, Ohrigstad and Treur, cut impressive gorges through 
the rock.

Large patches of high-altitude Afro-temperate forest 
are found in valleys, along scarp basins and in moist areas 
throughout the Blyde River Canyon. They contain distinct 
strata of emergent canopy trees and shrub layers, and trees 
can reach heights of up to 30–40 m. Montane grassland domi-
nates on open exposed slopes with shallow lithosol substrates 
where frost and fire are regular. 

The grassland near Graskop lies within South Africa’s mist-
belt region and consists of two patches of fragmented, gently 
undulating sour grassland, which are separated from one an-
other by a plantation. The first grassland patch, Graskop 564 KT, 
lies immediately west of Graskop town and is infiltrated by 
narrow drainage lines. The grassland in this area is severely 
fragmented, with plantations surrounding each piece. The 
first piece of primary grassland occurs at Townlands West. To 
the south, a narrow tongue of grassland known as Malidyke 
stretches for 3 km from the western section of Townlands 
West. The third piece of grassland, the hilly Stanley Bush Kop, 
lies farther west, south of Pilgrim’s Rest. The grasslands at 
Graskop 564 KT are separated from those at Lisbon Ridge by 
the farm Driekop 546, which is entirely afforested with pines. 
Lisbon Ridge lies c. 8 km due north of Graskop town.

The Mac-Mac area is located between Graskop and Sabie. 
Large parts of it are under pine plantations, but the rest com-
prises superb escarpment cliffs with associated grassland and 
indigenous forest. There are numerous cliffs that have been 
carved by the Mac-Mac River in the north and the Sabie River 
in the south. This area holds the famous Mac-Mac Falls in the 
north and Bridal Veil and Lone Creek falls in the south. 

birds
This is the only site in South Africa that supports breeding 
Taita Falcon Falco fasciinucha. More than 660 pairs of Cape 
Vulture Gyps coprotheres occur on the cliffs at Manoutsa. The 

gorges also hold breeding Black Stork Ciconia nigra, Peregrine 
Falcon Falco peregrinus and Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis.

Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli, White-backed Night Her-
on Gorsachius leuconotus, Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo 
semitorquata and African Finfoot Podica senegalensis may be 
found along the quiet backwaters of the river. The surround-
ing grassland supports Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix 
nanus, Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis, Buff-streaked Chat 
Campicoloides bifasciata, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, 
Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis and Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus. The pro-
teoid hill slopes hold Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi.

In the forest and at forest edges occur Crowned Eagle Steph
anoaetus coronatus, Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Buff- 
spotted Flufftail Sarothrura elegans, Lemon Dove Aplopelia 
larvata, Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi, Bush Black-
cap Lioptilus nigricapillus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix,  
Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus barratti, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlo
rophoneus olivaceus, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, 
Brown Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Swee Waxbill Cocco
pygia melanotis and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. Bat Hawk 
Macheiramphus alcinus has been recorded in dense riverine  
areas. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus is frequently seen 
soaring over the bushveld-dominated parts of the reserve, 
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which also hold White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha hume
ralis and Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis.

The Graskop grasslands support a number of breeding Blue 
Swallows Hirundo atrocaerulea and are one of the few remain-
ing sites in South Africa that host this species. 

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Cape 
Vulture (800–1 000 individuals, 420–530 pairs), Taita Falcon 
(8–20 individuals, 4–9 pairs), Blue Swallow, Bush Blackcap, 
Crowned Eagle, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and 
Denham’s Bustard. Regionally threatened species are Lan-
ner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Half-collared Kingfisher, Orange 
Ground Thrush, White-backed Night Heron, Black-rumped 
Buttonquail, Striped Flufftail, African Finfoot and Black Stork.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species include the 
common Knysna Turaco, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia,  
Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Buff-streaked Chat, Cho-
rister Robin-Chat, Barratt’s Warbler, Yellow-throated Woodland 
Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Olive Bush-Shrike, Swee Wax-
bill and Forest Canary. Uncommon species are Forest Buzzard, 
White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Gurney’s Sugarbird, 
Southern Bald Ibis, Striped Flufftail, Orange Ground Thrush 
and Brown Scrub Robin.

conservation issues 
Threats
The development of additional recreational facilities in the IBA 
should be evaluated and implemented with care to ensure that 
they do not impact negatively on the IBA’s important habitats. 

Eucalyptus and Pinus plantations are not expanding, but the 
amount of water used by these trees remains a concern. Other 
invasive alien plants include Australian blackwood Acacia 
melanoxylon, black wattle A. mearnsii, bugweed Solanum 
mauritianum, American bramble Rubus cuneifolius and Japa-
nese privet Ligustrum japonicum.

Some of the rivers flowing through the IBA are under threat 
of pollution from mines, towns and agricultural areas. Un-
controlled fires occur regularly, impacting negatively on the 
quality of the grasslands and other habitats in the IBA. There 
are numerous small rural villages in and around the IBA that 
would pose a long-term threat if they were to expand signifi-
cantly. Cattle grazing illegally in the Stanleybush Kop area 
pose a major threat to the Blue Swallows breeding there.  

Conservation action
MTPA owns the Blyde River Canyon and Mac-Mac nature 
reserves, as well as the Graskop grasslands, which it acquired 
from DWAF in 1996. DWAF owns Mariepskop, Salique, He-
bron, Welgevonden and Onverwacht State forests. Detailed 
management plans exist for all the properties and include 
activities such as removing exotic vegetation, creating fire-
breaks and implementing grassland rejuvenation. 

Further reading
Allan (1988b); Allan et al. (1987); Allan et al. (1997); Benson et al. 
(1984); Benson et al. (1990); Earlé et al. (1983); Evans (1996, 1997, 
1998); Huggett (1995, 1996); Maclean (1993); Snell (1963, 1969, 1970, 
1979); Tarboton (1997b, 1997c); Wagner et al. (1996). 
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site description
This IBA lies 15 km south-west of Sabie and consists of gently 
undulating grassland slopes between 1 400 and 1 740 m a.s.l. 
Receiving more than 1 000 mm of rain p.a., the high-altitude 
site lies within the extremely wet South African mist-belt. Its 
vegetation is predominantly grassland, with thickets along the 
rivers, scrubbier forest on precipitous slopes and mountain 
thornveld on less steep slopes. Much of the natural vegetation 
has been replaced by large, dense stands of tall exotic trees, in-
cluding wattles Acacia species, bluegums Eucalyptus species, 

pines Pinus species and jacaranda Jacaranda mimosifolia. Other 
habitat types include rocky outcrops, kloofs and open cliff faces 
that form part of the Mpumalanga escarpment. 

birds
This site previously held small numbers of Blue Swallow 
Hirundo atrocaerulea but breeding was last recorded in 2008. 
Larger birds such as Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and 
Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami occasionally visit the area, 
but the site is too small to sustain them. Grassland species such 
as Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata can be found 
in the IBA. 

iba trigger species
The key species is the globally threatened Blue Swallow, 
which has not been recorded in the IBA in recent years. Buff-
streaked Chat is the only biome-restricted species. 

conservation issues 
Threats
It is not clear why Blue Swallows no longer breed at this site 
and further investigation is needed to determine the reason. 
The impact of neighbouring plantations, air pollution and cli-
mate change could play a role. 

Conservation action
The land is privately owned but the owner has set aside this 
patch of grassland for the conservation of Blue Swallows. The 
status of this IBA must be re-evaluated during the next IBA 
assessment. 

Further reading
Allan (1988b); Allan et al. (1987); Allan et al. (1997); Evans (1996, 
1997, 1998); Huggett (1995, 1996); Maclean (1993); Snell (1963, 1969). 

Misty Mountain natural Heritage site
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 70 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

KaapseHoop
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 770 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
Previously known as the Blue Swallow National Heritage Site, 
this IBA lies approximately 30 km south-west of Nelspruit 
and comprises gently undulating sour grassland. Narrow 
drainage lines dissect the grassland and it holds several ponds 
and small waterbodies. The IBA lies in the South African 
mist-belt, south of the village of Kaapsehoop. On average it 
receives more than 1 000 mm of rain p.a. The vegetation is 
mainly grassland, with scrubby, forest-edge species in thickets 
along the rivers and in the valleys. Forests are restricted to 
mesic valleys. Other habitat types include rocky outcrops and 
open rock cliffs, which form part of the Mpumalanga escarp-
ment. Exotic trees, primarily Acacia mearnsii, have invaded 
much of the remaining grassland. 

birds
This small site once held the largest Blue Swallow Hirun
do atrocaerulea breeding population in Mpumalanga. All 
the nests were restricted to the primary grassland south of 
Kaapsehoop village. However, in 2012 only three birds were 
reported and no breeding activity was observed. Since then 
there have been only a few sightings of individual birds. There 
seems to be an abundance of suitable nest holes in the area 
and it is not known why the species has declined. 

The site holds numerous restricted-range and biome- 
restricted species such as Bush Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapil
lus, Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis, Buff-streaked Chat 
Campicoloides bifasciata, Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus bar
ratti, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ru
ficapilla, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Swee  
Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Forest Canary Crithagra sco
tops and Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Blue Swallow and Bush Black-
cap. Regionally threatened species include Striped Flufftail and 
Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi. 

conservation issues 
Threats
There are relatively few threats to this IBA. No new licences 
have been issued to extend the plantations surrounding it and 

access to the reserve area is well managed and controlled. Ap-
plications to mine nearby have lapsed and mining is no longer 
a threat to the IBA. The spread of exotic plants is an issue, 
despite efforts to control them. Reasons for the decline of the 
Blue Swallows are unclear, although air pollution is a pos-
sible contributing factor, as is an increase in mist that may be 
linked to climate change. Further research is needed to con-
firm whether these factors are responsible. 

Conservation action
This IBA is a formally declared forest nature reserve (National 
Forests Act, 1998, Act No. 84 of 1998 as amended) and heri-
tage site. The site is currently managed by DAFF, but there are 
plans to transfer the area to Komatiland as part of the current 
lease. When transferred, the area should still be managed as a 
nature reserve, with inputs from MTPA.

Further reading
Allan (1988b); Allan et al. (1987); Evans (1996, 1997, 1998); Huggett 
(1995, 1996); Maclean (1993); Morgan (1995); Snell (1963, 1969, 1970, 
1979); Tarboton (1988, 1994, 1997b, 1997c). 
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site description
Loskop Dam Nature Reserve is located on the Olifants River 
40 km north of Middelburg and comprises an impounded 
section of the Olifants River (Loskop Dam) and the fring-
ing vegetation. The annual average minimum and maximum 
temperatures are 14 °C and 28 °C respectively. Summers are 
hot, with temperatures often exceeding 35 °C. Winters are 
mild, with the mercury seldom falling below freezing. 

The reserve has been extended by about 20  000 ha since 
the IBA was designated in 1998 (Barnes 1998) and the IBA 
boundary has been aligned accordingly. 

The reserve’s position at the interface between rocky High-
veld grassland and mixed bushveld, coupled with the pres-
ence of the dam, results in a wide diversity of habitats. Most 
of the reserve is located in a valley and the landscape is hilly, 
with steeply sloping valley sides and deeply incised drainage 
lines creating several impressive cliff faces and peaks. These 
include Zaagkuil (1 359 m a.s.l.) and Loskop (1 241 m a.s.l.). 
Broad-leaved woodland covers the hill slopes and is densest 
in the numerous kloofs. It grades into almost open grassland 
on the high plateau in the north of the reserve. The hilltops 
are covered with Protea caffra scrub. Loskop Dam is the most 
significant aquatic habitat in the reserve and is surrounded 
by a varying amount of exposed shoreline, depending on the 
water level. The Olifants River and the upper reaches of the 
dam provide important riparian habitat. 

birds
Grassland species regulary recorded in the IBA include 
Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Lesser Kestrel Falco 
naumanni, Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax, Pallid Harrier Circus 

macrourus, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus and White-
bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senegalensis.

The dam hosts Goliath Heron Ardea goliath and large num-
bers of waterfowl. Black Stork Ciconia nigra and Peregrine 
Falcon Falco peregrinus used to occur on the steep escarpment 
cliffs in the southern section of the reserve, but it is not clear 
if this is still the case. White-backed Night Heron Gorsachius 
leuconotus and African Finfoot Podica senegalensis breed on 
the Olifants River upstream of the impoundment.

Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus occasionally visits the 
IBA but no recent breeding has been recorded. The bushveld 
holds various Kalahari–Highveld biome-restricted assem-
blage species, as well as Striped Pipit Anthus lineiventris and 
Bushveld Pipit A. caffer.

iba trigger species
No globally threatened species pass the IBA criteria. Re-
gionally threatened trigger species are White-backed Night 
Heron, African Finfoot and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis. 
Biome-restricted species include Kurrichane Thrush Turdus 
libonyanus, White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis 
and White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala. 

conservation issues 
Threats
Originally established by the TPA Nature Conservation Divi-
sion in 1942, the reserve was handed over to the Mpumalanga 
Parks Board in 1994 and is now managed by the MTPA. Los-
kop Dam has been eutrophic since 2008 and pollution of its 
water from upriver is an ongoing concern. Mining (mostly for 
coal) has been taking place in the Olifants River catchment 
for more than 100 years, and the dam also lies downstream 
of the second largest irrigation scheme in South Africa. Thus, 
Loskop Dam receives waste from both mining and agricul-
tural activities in the Witbank area. This situation is closely 
monitored by a number of government institutions.

Invasive alien plant species pose a major threat to the na-
tive vegetation and, directly or indirectly, to the associated bird  
species. Programmes are in place to control these alien plants. 
Land claims to 70–80% of the reserve are pending. If they are 
successful, the reserve will be put under co-management and 
the communities stand to benefit from game auctions and job 
opportunities. If well managed, this should not impact nega-
tively on the IBA. 

Conservation action
The IBA is formally protected and managed by the MTPA, which 
has developed a formal management plan. There are, however, 
insufficient resources, funding and personnel to implement the 
plan. Middelburg Bird Club and Friends of Loskop participate 
in various bird monitoring projects in the reserve. 

Further reading
Baker (1970); Prozesky (1960). 

losKop daM nature reserve
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1, C4i)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 23 340 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

steenKaMpsberg
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 196 250 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

site description
This IBA lies on South Africa’s central plateau and consists 
primarily of rolling high-altitude (1 700–2 100 m a.s.l.) grass-
land interspersed with rocky outcrops. North of Dullstroom, 
the southern section of the Steenkampsberg breaks the rolling 
plateau grasslands with peaks up to 2 274 m a.s.l. The area 
receives an average rainfall of 1 025 mm p.a. Annual average 
minimum and maximum temperatures are 5 °C and 20 °C 
respectively, with a range from -8 °C to 39 °C.

Two wetland systems are particularly important in the 
Steenkampsberg area. The first is Lakensvleispruit (25° 35’ S; 
30° 05’ E), which lies 8 km north-east of Belfast. This area 
is deeply flooded, with relatively depauperate flora. The most 
deeply flooded area, in the centre of the vlei, is occupied by 
beds of very tall reeds. The critically important northern edge 
of the vlei, known as Middelpunt (25° 32’ S; 30° 07’ E), is dom-
inated by Phragmites australis on permanently saturated to 
flooded ground. In the 1980s two drainage ditches were dug, 
one on each side of the wetland, altering its natural hydrologi-
cal regime. An increase in Phragmites penetration was sub-
sequently noted. Several dams have been constructed in the 
wetland, some of which are shallow, with bare shorelines or 
small patches of fringing vegetation (often Phragmites). This 

area is surrounded by agricultural fields, with natural sour 
grassveld growing on shallow soils.

The second wetland system is Verloren Valei. Lying approx-
imately 9 km north of Dullstroom, it comprises a large area 
of scattered wetland patches in a matrix of high-altitude sour 
grassveld. The patches are often extensive, sometimes heavily 
grazed and frequently burned. Some of the land to the south-
west is incorporated into the Verloren Valei Nature Reserve.

Several other small but important wetlands occur through-
out Steenkampsberg. Rolling grassland covers the remaining 
area. The core area, especially along Steenkampsberg towards 
Dullstroom, is covered by Endangered Dullstroom Plateau 
Grassland. 

birds
Lakensvleispruit is a very important wetland, and the north-
ern section, known as Middelpunt Vlei, is one of the few sites 
in the world where the threatened and highly specialised 
White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi is regularly record-
ed. Corn Crake Crex crex has also been recorded here occa-
sionally. Red-chested Flufftail S. rufa is numerous in the sedge 
beds. African Rail Rallus caerulescens occurs alongside the 
flufftails in the fringing vegetation. This area hosts all three 
of South Africa’s crane species: Wattled Crane Bugeranus 
carunculatus, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus and Grey 
Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum. African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis and African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus breed in 
wetland and flooded grassland habitats.

The grasslands in the surrounding area, especially in the 
Verloren Valei Nature Reserve, support Rudd’s Lark Hetero
mirafra ruddi, which is highly localised within open, level 
and moderately to heavily grazed grassland. Yellow-breasted 
Pipit Anthus chloris is fairly common in mid-altitude, well- 
developed, lightly grazed grassland. Southern Bald Ibis Geron
ticus calvus breeds in at least two colonies in the IBA, and the 
birds roost and forage throughout the area. Denham’s Bustard 
Neotis denhami, White-bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senega
lensis and Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melano pterus are 
found in low numbers throughout the region.

On exposed outcrops and rocky slopes at higher altitude, 
Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus, Buff-streaked 
Chat Campicoloides bifasciata and Sentinel Rock Thrush 
Monticola explorator occur. Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops 
gurneyi is found in the vicinity of protea woodland on the 
escarpment. Black Stork Ciconia nigra breeds on steep cliffs, 
but its current status is unclear. Occasionally, migrants such as 
Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni, Black Harrier Circus maurus 
and Pallid Harrier C. macrourus are found in the area.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Wattled 
Crane, Blue Crane, Grey Crowned Crane, White-winged Fluff-
tail, Rudd’s Lark, Yellow-breasted Pipit, Denham’s Bustard, Blue 
Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens and Secretarybird Sagittarius 
serpentarius. Regionally threatened species are African Marsh 
Harrier, Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix nanus, Striped Fluff-
tail Sarothrura affinis, White-bellied Korhaan, African Grass 
Owl, Black Stork and Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species are Kur-
richane Thrush Turdus libonyanus and Buff-streaked Chat, 
both of which are common. Rudd’s Lark, Yellow-breasted 
Pipit and Gurney’s Sugarbird are uncommon, while White-
bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala is fairly common. 

conservation issues 
Threats
Mining in the form of open-cast coal mining, and to a lesser 
extent sand and diamond mining, is one of the biggest threats 
to the area, and there has recently been a flood of prospecting 
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and mining applications. According to the EMF developed 
for the Emakazheni local municipality in 2009, mining is not 
considered a suitable land use in this region. 

General threats include afforestation of the grasslands with 
pines Pinus species and blue gums Eucalyptus species, wetland 
degradation, and increased acid rain and sulphur emissions 
from local power stations. Afforestation also has a harmful 
impact on wetlands, and they face several other significant 
threats. The construction of dams is disrupting ecosystem 
processes downstream, with the effect of turning wetlands 
into sterile stretches of open water. Overgrazing and the fre-
quent burning of marshy areas in winter leads to accelerated 
run-off, soil erosion and the formation of dongas.

Several threatened species are dramatically affected by 
this wetland degradation. The habitat of the White-winged 
Flufftail is continually being degraded and reduced by dam-
ming, draining, grazing, burning and afforestation. In 1994, 
the Middelpunt Wetland Association (now the Middelpunt 
Wetland Trust, managed by BirdLife South Africa) leased the 
wetland at Middelpunt. It was fenced, and in 1995 the ditches 
were filled in. The effects of filling in the ditches, on both the 
vegetation and the birds, are being monitored. It is hoped that 
this heavily disturbed and grazed site will, with the help of the 
conservation-orientated Middelpunt Wetland Trust, return to 
its former state, benefiting the White-winged Flufftail popula-
tion and encouraging Wattled Cranes to breed again. 

Steenkampsberg once supported much larger Blue Crane and 
Wattled Crane populations. The cranes have been negatively  

affected by various land-use activities, including intensive 
crop farming, increased rural and urban human populations, 
and the construction of dams for trout production. The dams 
directly affect sponges used by the cranes for breeding by 
flooding them or attracting anglers, whose presence disturbs 
the birds. In the past cranes have suffered dramatically from 
intentional and accidental poisoning incidents. 

Conservation action
This severely threatened region consists primarily of private 
and State-owned land. The only formally conserved area is the 
Verloren Valei Nature Reserve, managed by the MTPA. The re-
serve’s boundary coincides with the Verloren Valei Ramsar site.

On 12 May 2011 a task team known as the Steenkamps-
berg Environmental Initiative was formed to assist the MTPA 
with conservation action in the area, in particular opposing 
inappropriate mining and development applications. The task 
team comprises representatives from EWT, BirdLife South 
Africa, WESSA, Mpumalanga Wetland Forum, the Federa-
tion for Sustainable Development and the Northvaal chapter 
of the Federation of Southern African Fly Fishers.

On 22 May 2014 the intention to declare the Greater Laken-
vlei Protected Environment in terms of NEM:PAA was pub-
lished in the Provincial Gazette No. 2303. 

BirdLife South Africa has taken over the management 
of the Middelpunt Wetland Trust and therefore the White-
winged Flufftail project. EWT’s African Crane Conservation 
and Threatened Grasslands Species programmes have been 
active in the area since 1994.

There have been several financial investments in the area 
in recent years for wetland rehabilitation, with support from 
Working for Wetlands; and alien clearing, with support from 
Working for Water. Working on Fire provides assistance with 
burning fire-breaks and controlling fires.

Further reading
Allan et al. (1997); Batchelor (1984); Bloem (1998); De Wet (1991); 
Hockey et al. (1988); Kotze et al. (1994); Kotze et al. (1995); Tarboton 
(1984a, 1984b, 1984c, 1995b,  1997a, 1997b, 1997c); Tarboton et al. 
(1992); Taylor (1994, 1997a, 1997b). 

songiMvelo nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 46 540 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
Located in eastern Mpumalanga just south of Barberton, this 
IBA abuts Swaziland’s Malolotja Nature Reserve. The area 
includes some of the most rugged mountain terrain in all of 
southern Africa, as Songimvelo is located along South Africa’s 
eastern Drakensberg escarpment. The eastern highlands, which 
form the border with Swaziland, are dominated by two high 
peaks, Mlembe (1 851 m a.s.l.) and Sibubule (1 750 m a.s.l.).

The reserve is bisected by the strongly eroding Lomati and 
Komati rivers, which have carved numerous cliffs, deep gorg-
es and valleys. Its northern boundary is formed by a range of 
east–west trending mountains that are also the watershed of 
the Komati River. The river’s valley stretches from the foot-
hills of the mountains in the west to the southern section 
of the eastern highlands before it enters Swaziland. Its main 
tributaries are the Mtsoli River and three perennial streams: 
Theespruit, Sandspruit and Londozispruit.

The area has warm, wet summers with frequent mists. The 
winters are dry, with mild to warm days. Temperatures often 
fall below zero at night, bringing frost. Adjacent to the rug-
ged mountains, deep river valleys and gently rolling grassland 
plains dominate the landscape. The vegetation is divided into 
Mountain Sourveld and Lowveld Sour Bushveld, with Fynbos 
relics on the escarpment. Streambank scrub occurs patchily 
along clear, fast-flowing mountain streams. Various types of 
mixed woodland are found throughout the area. Patches of 
fynbos and proteas occur on steep, rocky, south-facing slopes 
at altitudes above 1 200 m a.s.l. The sheltered valleys and 

kloofs in high-altitude areas hold pockets of Afro-temperate 
forest that are linked to riparian forest via thickets. Other 
habitat types include rocky outcrops and sheer cliffs that form 
part of the Drakensberg escarpment. 

birds
More than 300 species have been recorded in the reserve. 
Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus may nest on some cliffs, 
as they breed in the neighbouring Malolotja Nature Reserve 
in Swaziland. Red-winged Francolin Scleroptila levaillantii, 
Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami and White-bellied Kor-
haan Eupodotis senegalensis are resident. Other grassland 
species of interest include Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus 
melanopterus and Broad-tailed Warbler Schoenicola brevi
rostris. Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata is found 
on exposed rocky grassland slopes and Gurney’s Sugarbird  
Promerops gurneyi is regular.

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus occasionally passes 
through the area. Other interesting species are Black-bellied 
Bustard Lissotis melanogaster, Bearded Woodpecker Den
dropicos namaquus and Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chloropho
neus viridis.

The riverine frontage holds breeding White-backed Night 
Heron Gorsachius leuconotus, African Finfoot Podica senegalen
sis, Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and Mountain 
Wagtail Motacilla clara. The associated forest is home to Bat 
Hawk Macheiramphus alcinus and Crowned Eagle Stephanoae
tus coronatus. Other forest species include Forest Buzzard Buteo 
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trizonatus, African Cuckoo Hawk Aviceda cuculoides, Tambou-
rine Dove Turtur tympanistria, Lemon Dove Aplopelia larvata, 
Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, Bush Blackcap Lioptilus ni
gricapillus, Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi, Chorister 
Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Olive Bush-Shrike Chloropho
neus olivaceus, Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus barratti, Black-
bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca, Olive Sunbird Cyanomitra 
olivacea, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Green Twinspot 
Mandingoa nitidula and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Crowned 
Eagle, Bush Blackcap and Secretarybird Sagittarius serpen
tarius. Regionally threatened species are African Finfoot, 
White-bellied Korhaan, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Half-
collared Kingfisher and Orange Ground Thrush. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species are Southern 
Bald Ibis, Forest Buzzard, Knysna Turaco, White-throated 
Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, White-bellied Sunbird Cin
nyris talatala, all of which are uncommon. Kurrichane Thrush 
Turdus libonyanus, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Buff-
streaked Chat, Chorister Robin-Chat, Barratt’s Warbler, 
Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, 
Gorgeous Bush-Shrike, Olive Bush-Shrike, Swee Waxbill, 
Forest Canary, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata and 
Gurney’s Sugarbird are fairly common.

conservation issues 
Threats
This IBA was mostly farmland before being proclaimed a 
protected area and people and cattle have remained in it af-
terwards. Cattle are among the biggest threats to the reserve, 
with the herds concentrated around Kromdraai, Overberg 
and along Josefsdal main road (Steyn 2003). The land was 
heavily overstocked with cattle, exceeding its natural carrying 
capacity, and this led to the forced culling of game (mostly 
zebra, impala and blesbok) by MTPA in 2010 to alleviate the 
grazing pressure on the vegetation. 

Other threats include illegal settlements (homesteads), the 
planting of crops (mostly subsistence maize), the harvesting 
of thatching grass, sand mining and the construction of an 

unplanned fence that runs diagonally through the middle of 
the Central Plains Area. About 80% of the reserve burns an-
nually, particularly in high-lying areas, and this is most prob-
ably the biggest threat to this IBA and its trigger species.

Threats to the Panhandle section of the reserve come from 
invasive alien plants and old mines. The Lomati River, which 
runs from the neighbouring SAPPI plantations through the 
Panhandle into Swaziland, has facilitated infestation by blue 
gums Eucalyptus species and pines Pinus species in the stream-
beds. Mining is a past, current and future threat. Stibnite and 
stibiconite (antimony) were mined between 1906 and 1917 in 
the Mali mine at Soodorst. Gold was historically mined at the 
Onverwacht and Komati Lily mines. The Von Brandis gold 
mine on the farm Soodorst was discontinued around 2005–
2006 and the African Chrysotile Asbestos mine at Msauli on 
the farm Diepgezet in 2001. There are currently no legally ac-
tive mines in the reserve, but the number of legiti mate mining 
claims or applications is not known. Illegal sand mining or 
quarrying, especially the removal of river sand, is an issue that 
needs to be addressed urgently. 

Conservation action
Since this IBA was established in 1998, the protected area’s  
name has changed from Songimvelo Game Reserve to 
Songimvelo Nature Reserve, reflecting its provincial nature 
conservation management status. The reserve is divided into 
two sections: the Central Plains Area (approximately 34 000 
ha, of which about 31 000 ha is fenced) and the Panhandle 
(13 518 ha) to the north-east. In the Mpumalanga Biodiver-
sity Conservation Plan Handbook (Ferrar and Lötter 2007), 
Songimvelo Nature Reserve is listed as being 49 045.5 ha.

The reserve is now a key component of the Songimvelo– 
Malolotja TFCA, a cross-border initiative with Swaziland that 
was formally accepted as the fifth TFCA in southern Africa dur-
ing a trilateral ministerial meeting on 2 November 2004 (Peace 
Parks Foundation 2006). The total TFCA area is 91 215 ha.  
At approximately 18 000 ha, the adjoining Malolotja Nature 
Reserve is the largest proclaimed protected area in Swaziland. 
The Barberton Mountainlands (including Songimvelo) has 
been nominated for World Heritage Site status based on its 
biodiversity value, geological uniqueness and archaeological 
value.

Songimvelo is still the largest provincial nature reserve in 
South Africa. However, large numbers of people were removed 
from the area to create the reserve and of these about 25 fami-
lies have continued to live inside its boundary under agreement 
with MTPA. Following the successful land claim for the entire 
reserve by the Songimvelo community (represented by 26 fami-
lies and about 9 000 claimants), ownership has been transferred 
to the Songimvelo Communal Property Association. The re-
serve is now co-managed by the association and MTPA. 

Further reading
Anon (2009);  Barnes (ed.) (1998, 2000);  Enviro News (2012);  Ferrar 
et al.  (2007);  Hughes (1966); Lawson (1982); Lawson et al. (1983); 
Ledger (1981); Mucina et al. (eds)  (2006);  Peace Parks Foundation  
(2006);  Steyn (2003); Vickers (2006). 

site description
Bounded by the main roads connecting Ermelo, Amersfoort, 
Bethal, Hendrina and Carolina, this area consists mostly of flat 
to undulating farmland. In the patches of natural vegetation re-
maining in this agricultural sea there are important elements of 
Mesic Highveld Grassland growing on black vertic clays. This 
highly fragmented grassland holds several streams and pans. 
Rocky slopes, gullies and ravines favour the development of 
thicket, while secondary forest occasionally develops in the 
deeper, fire-protected gullies. 

birds
According to Barnes (1998), this IBA holds a large proportion 
(>10%) of the global population of Botha’s Lark Spizocorys 
fringillaris, although confirmation is required as to whether 
this is still the case. This lark generally avoids rocky areas, tall 
grass in bottomlands, vleis, croplands and planted pastures, 
but its preferred habitat – short, dense, natural grassland 
found on plateaus and upper hill slopes – occurs within the 
IBA. Data regarding the IBA’s current species composition is 
limited, but the grassland areas occasionally hold Denham’s 
Bustard Neotis denhami, White-bellied Korhaan Eupodo
tis senegalensis, Blue Korhaan E. caerulescens, African Grass  

Owl Tyto capensis, Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifas
ciata, Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus, Black-winged 
Pratincole Glareola nordmanni and Secretarybird Sagittarius 
serpentarius.

iba trigger species
The key species within this 
IBA is the globally threat-
ened Botha’s Lark. Other 
globally threatened species 
are Blue Crane Anthropoi
des paradiseus, Southern 
Bald Ibis, Black Harrier Cir
cus maurus, Blue Korhaan, 
Black-winged Pratin cole, 
Secretarybird, Martial Eagle 
Polemaetus bellicosus and 
Denham’s Bustard. Region-
ally threatened species are 
African Grass Owl, White-
bellied Kor  h   aan and Lan-
ner Falcon Falco biarmicus. 
Restricted-range and biome-restricted species are Botha’s Lark, 
Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus and Buff-streaked Chat. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The main threat to this IBA is the expansion of agricultural ac-
tivities, especially the planting of maize. Cattle and sheep farm-
ing are not substantial threats as some of the key species within 
the IBA, such as Botha’s Lark and Secretarybird, may benefit 
from these activities. Other possible threats are the expansion of 
the larger towns bordering the IBA, the numerous power lines 
transecting it (especially for key species such as Secretarybird 
and Denham’s Bustard) and the road network around it. 

Conservation actions
The main key species, Botha’s Lark, has lost large parts of its pre-
ferred grassland habitat to agriculture, primarily maize fields. 
It tends to favour closely cropped grassland and this can be 
found on sheep farms where grazing is intense. More research 
is needed to determine the exact veld management the species 
requires for breeding and foraging. Barnes’ (1998) statement 
that ‘For Botha’s Lark, effective conservation is not necessarily 
about establishing reserves, but about ensuring that deleterious 
land-use practices are minimised or prevented in areas where 
they occur’ is more pertinent than ever. As no part of the IBA 
is formally protected, it is important that conservation initia-
tives in this area work closely with farmers in order to safeguard  
Botha’s Lark and other species of concern. 

Further reading
Allan et al. (1983); Allan et al. (1997); Barnes (ed.) (1998); De Wet (1991); 
Hockey et al. (1988); Tarboton (1997a, 1997b, 1997c).

aMersfoort–betHal–carolina district
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 343 320 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected
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site description
The Chrissie Pans IBA lies in the Mpumalanga Lakes District, 
centred on the village of Chrissiesmeer. This site comprises a sys-
tem of more than 320 pans on private land and boasts the larg-
est natural inland freshwater lake in South Africa, Lake Chrissie  
(1 150 ha when full). At least 14 other pans range between 100 and 
400 ha in extent. Although drainage within the pan field is essen-
tially closed, several major river systems arise around the fringes 
of the field, namely the Vaal, Komati (via the Boesmanspruit), 
uMpuluzi and Usutu rivers. The pan field thus represents a lo-
cal plateau of elevated ground, one of the highest in the Highveld 
region. The primary area of pans runs from Tevrede se Pan (26° 
13’ S; 30° 11’ E) in the north to Burgerspan (26° 28’ S; 30° 10’ E) in 
the south and from Goedeverwachtingpan (26° 16’ S; 30° 07’ E) 
in the west to Lake Banagher (26° 21’ S; 30° 23’ E) in the east. The 
Chrissie system supports a remarkable spectrum of pans, includ-
ing three main types: reed, sedge and saline.

birds
Chrissie Pans support Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor, 
Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus, Grey Crowned Crane 
Balearica regulorum, Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pal
lidus and African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus. When inun-
dated with water, these wetlands also hold large numbers of Great 
Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus, Yellow-billed Duck Anas undu
lata, Cape Shoveler A. smithii, Southern Pochard Netta erythr
ophthalma, Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca, Spur-winged 
Goose Plectropterus gambensis, Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cris
tata, Little Stint Calidris minuta, White-winged Tern Chlidonias 
leucopterus and Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta. When the 
pans are wet, total numbers regularly exceed 20 000 birds.

In addition to the aquatic birds, several terrestrial species roost 
in the extensive Phragmites beds in the reed pans. These include 
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica, Pied Starling Lamprotornis bicolor 
and Long-tailed Widowbird Euplectes progne, which roost at the 
pans in flocks numbering thousands. The surrounding matrix 
of grassland, wetland and maize supports Southern Bald Ibis  

Geronticus calvus, Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni, Blue Crane An
thropoides paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, White-
bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senegalensis, African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis, Black-winged Pratincole Glareola nordmanni and Black 
Harrier Circus maurus. Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis breeds on 
rocky outcrops in the area.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Wattled 
Crane Bugeranus carunculatus, Blue Crane, Secretarybird Sag
ittarius serpentarius, Lesser Flamingo, Blue Korhaan Eupodotis 
caerulescens, Black-winged Pratincole, Chestnut-banded Plover, 
Grey Crowned Crane and Denham’s Bustard. Regionally threat-
ened species are African Marsh Harrier, White-bellied Korhaan, 
African Grass Owl and Greater Flamingo. Kurrichane Thrush 
Turdus libonyanus and Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifas
ciata are fairly common biome-restricted species. Congregatory 
waterbirds include Great Crested Grebe, Yellow-billed Duck, 
Cape Shoveler, Southern Pochard and Pied Avocet. 

conservation issues 
Threats
Mining is the biggest threat to this area and the pressure is in-
creasing as many smaller operations are applying for mining 
rights. Open-cast mines can totally and irreversibly destroy 
pans. Coal mines and associated power stations produce acid 
rain, which dramatically affects the alkaline pans, reducing pH 
and interfering with the functioning of the pans, and modifies 
the vegetation and fauna inhabiting these systems.

The primary land use currently within the area is livestock 
farming, principally of sheep. Signs of overutilisation of the 
veld for grazing by livestock are evident on many of the farms.  
Another threat to endorheic pans comes from agricultural de-
velopment, with many pans subjected to contamination and eu-
trophication by pesticides and fertilisers. The endorheic nature 
of pans exacerbates this problem and toxic substances, including 
poisons that pose a threat to wildlife, concentrate in their basins. 

Ploughing, overgrazing and excessive trampling by livestock 
further damage shoreline vegetation, increase wind erosion and 
lead to the siltation of pan basins. 

Power and telephone lines running close to pans are a major 
cause of mortality to waterbirds, cranes and raptors, which occa-
sionally fly into these structures. Illegal dog hunting is a growing 
conservation concern. 

Conservation action
The IBA encompasses the Chrissiesmeer Protected Environ-
ment, which was declared on 22 January 2014 in Mpumalanga 
Provincial Government Gazette 2251, Notice No. 19 of 2014. 
The purposes for declaring the area a protected environment 
are to enable the owners of the land to take collective action to 
conserve biodiversity and to seek legal recognition for it; to pro-
tect the area if it is sensitive to development due to its biological 
diversity, natural characteristics, scenic and landscape value and 
its provision of environmental goods and services; to protect 
a specific ecosystem; and to ensure that the use of natural re-
sources is sustainable. During 2014 a management plan for the 
protected environment was drafted and will be submitted for 
approval in 2015. The management plan will also make provi-
sion for the protection of threatened species and their habitats 
in the IBA. 

EWT is monitoring cranes and promoting environmental 
awareness in the IBA and, through its partnership with Eskom, 
has marked power lines where incidents have been reported. 

Further reading
Mathee (2011); Spenceley et al. (2011); Tarboton (1993, 2009). 

cHrissie pans
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i, ii, iii)  •  Province: Mpumalanga  •  Size: 111 970 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

site description
This large area is centred on the towns of Volksrust, Wakker-
stroom and Memel. The southern boundary extends to New-
castle and Utrecht, the northern boundary to Amersfoort and 
the western boundary to about 10 km east of Vrede. The area 
comprises gentle rolling hills on the South African plateau at 
an altitude of 1 700–1 800 m a.s.l. The hills are regularly inter-
rupted by parts of the Mpumalanga Drakensberg escarpment,  
small ranges such as Gemsbokberg (2 095 m a.s.l.), Ver-
samelberg (2 139 m a.s.l.) and Balelesberg (2 055 m a.s.l.) and 
higher peaks around Wakkerstroom such as Ntshele (2 291 m 
a.s.l.), Ossewakop (2 170 m a.s.l.), Kanonkop (2 112 m a.s.l.) 
and KwaMandlangampisi (2 266 m a.s.l.). 

The area covers several catchments and holds numerous per-
ennial rivers and wetlands. Five of these wetlands are of interna-
tional importance and deserve the highest possible conservation 
attention. Wakkerstroom Vlei (27° 22’ S; 30° 07’ E), a proposed 
Ramsar site, lies at the north-western edge of the town of Wak-
kerstroom. The permanently wet centre of this 700-ha vlei is 

surrounded by a belt of sedge marsh that is often extensive and 
itself lies on permanently to seasonally flooded ground. This 
marsh grades into a narrow zone of sedge meadow and then 
into a large tract of wet grassland. The vlei contains very little 
open water; the largest area is in the north-eastern corner, close 
to the Amersfoort road.

The second wetland is Seekoeivlei Nature Reserve (27° 35’ 
S; 29° 35’ E), a Ramsar site situated in the north-eastern Free 
State near the town of Memel. The vlei consists of a floodplain 
holding numerous seasonally flooded oxbow lakes, which are 
drained by the Klip River, a tributary of the Vaal. The wet-
land area stretches northward for c. 20 km to where the Klip 
River floodplain narrows, making it the largest floodplain on 
the Highveld. The vlei holds much open water, often shallow, 
with extensive fringing vegetation and some relatively small 
patches of emergent vegetation.

Heyshope Dam (27° 00’ S; 30° 30’ E) is a large impound-
ment in the Assegaai River catchment of south-eastern 
Mpumalanga, located 60 km north-east of Wakkerstroom 

grasslands
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii, iii)  •  Province: Mpumalanga/Free State/KwaZulu-natal 

Size: 1 084 550 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected
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and about 30 km west of Piet Retief. Built for the transferral 
of water from the Usutu catchment to the Vaal catchment, it 
lies at an altitude of 1 300 m a.s.l. and, with a surface area of 
12 000 ha, is the sixth largest storage dam in South Africa. The 
land surrounding the dam is mainly agricultural, used for the 
production of beef and maize, and two informal settlements, 
Driefontein and Kangema, adjoin the dam. The grass along 
the dam’s gently sloping shoreline is either severely grazed or 
grows rank along with weeds.

The privately owned Vanger Natural Heritage Site (27° 52’ S; 
29° 40’ E), which lies c. 30 km south-east of Memel, supports the 
fourth important wetland. About 2 km long, this permanently 
flooded wetland is fringed by vegetation that was once heavily 
grazed but is now being allowed to regenerate. In terms of the 
richness of its palustrine wetland habitats, this site is probably 
better than most high-altitude wetlands in South Africa and 
should be regarded as significant in national and global terms. 
The fifth important wetland is Blood River Vlei (27° 47’ S; 30° 
35’ E), which lies 20 km south-west of Vryheid. Several other 
small but significant wetlands are scattered throughout the IBA. 

The area receives summer rainfall, averaging between 635 
and 1 400 mm p.a. The amount depends on the local topogra-
phy, with most rain falling on the escarpment. The terrestrial 
vegetation matrix is dominated by some of the finest rolling 
grasslands remaining in South Africa.

birds
This area holds a significant proportion of the small population 
of the globally endangered White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura 
ayresi that has been recorded in South Africa. The species  
is known, or thought, to occur regularly at three wetlands in 
the IBA in seasons of suitable rainfall. Corn Crake Crex crex 
also occurs regularly at some of the wetlands. The various wet-
land systems hold large numbers of Little Bittern Ixobrychus 
minutus, Baillon’s Crake Porzana pusilla, Red-chested Flufftail 
Sarothrura rufa and African Rail Rallus caerulescens, as well as 
several breeding populations of African Marsh Harrier Circus 
ranivorus, Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum and Af-
rican Grass Owl Tyto capensis.

Seekoeivlei supports large numbers of a rich diversity of 
resident and migratory waterbirds. All three of South Africa’s 
crane species, including important numbers of Wattled Crane 

Bugeranus carunculatus, occur in the reserve and surround-
ing farmlands. Globally significant numbers of Yellow-billed 
Duck Anas undulata and Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus 
gambensis are also found at Seekoeivlei. Eurasian Bittern 
Botaurus stellaris has been recorded here in the past. The area 
holds several active heronries comprising breeding egrets, 
African Spoonbill Platalea alba and Black-crowned Night 
Heron Nycticorax nycticorax. Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus, 
Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Yellow-billed Egret E. intermedia, 
Squacco Heron Ardeola ralloides, Red-billed Teal Anas eryth
rorhyncha and Hottentot Teal A. hottentota are also usually 
present in good numbers.

Of the terrestrial birds, the core populations of most of 
South Africa’s threatened and endemic grassland species are 
centred on the IBA. An estimated 85% of the global popula-
tion of Rudd’s Lark Heteromirafra ruddi is thought to occur 
within the IBA. Although this lark ranges throughout the site, 
it is highly localised in open, level and moderately to heavily 
grazed grassland, without forb invasion. It prefers hill tops or 
plateaus and favours trampled areas.

Botha’s Lark Spizocorys fringillaris also occurs in the IBA 
and is highly localised in grassland on black clay or dolerite 
soils, where it favours short, dense, natural grassland on pla-
teaus and upper hill slopes, avoiding rocky areas, taller grass 
in bottomlands, vleis, croplands and planted pastures. 

Yellow-breasted Pipit Anthus chloris favours mid-altitude, 
well-developed and lightly grazed or ungrazed grassland. 
Substantial breeding colonies of Southern Bald Ibis Geronti
cus calvus occur in the IBA and large numbers of these ibises 
forage and roost throughout the area. Blue Crane Anthropoi
des paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, White-
bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senegalensis, Short-tailed Pipit 
Anthus brachyurus and Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus mela
nopterus are widespread at low densities. Tracking and breed-
ing success studies of Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius 
in the IBA show that the species breeds in and uses the site 
extensively. Black-winged Pratincole Glareola nordmanni and 
White Stork Ciconia ciconia occasionally occur in very large 
numbers during the austral summer.

African Rock Pipit Anthus crenatus, Ground Woodpecker 
Geocolaptes olivaceus, Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifas
ciata and Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator are com-
mon on exposed outcrops and rocky slopes at higher altitudes. 
Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi is found around protea 
woodland on the escarpment, and Black Stork Ciconia nigra 
breeds on steep cliffs. Pongola Bush Nature Reserve and other 
forest patches hold Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, 
Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Forest Canary Crith
agra scotops, Bush Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapillus and Orange 
Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi. Occasionally, Cape Vulture 
Gyps coprotheres, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Lesser 
Kestrel Falco naumanni, Black Harrier Circus maurus and Pallid 
Harrier C. macrourus are found at low densities in the area.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species in the IBA are Southern Bald Ibis, 
Wattled Crane, Blue Crane, Martial Eagle, Grey Crowned 
Crane, Denham’s Bustard, White-winged Flufftail, Rudd’s 

Lark, Botha’s Lark, Yellow-breasted Pipit, Pallid Harrier, Black 
Harrier, Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens, Black-winged 
Pratincole, Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa, Bush Blackcap, 
Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus and Secretary-
bird. Regionally threatened species are African Marsh Harri-
er, Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis, White-bellied Korhaan, 
African Grass Owl, Short-tailed Pipit, Black Stork, Greater 
Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus, Lanner Falcon Falco biar
micus and Orange Ground Thrush. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species include Swee 
Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Forest Canary, Grey Cuckoo-
shrike Coracina caesia, Buff-streaked Chat, Barratt’s Warbler 
Bradypterus barratti, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phyl
loscopus ruficapilla, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, 
Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus and Southern Bald Ibis, 
which are common. Uncommon species include Knysna Tura-
co Tauraco corythaix, Rudd’s Lark, Botha’s Lark, Bush Blackcap, 
Chorister Robin-Chat, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stel
lata, Yellow-breasted Pipit and Gurney’s Sugarbird.

Important waterbirds that pass the 1% threshold are Great 
Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus, Black-necked Grebe P. nigri
collis, Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis, Hadeda Ibis Bostry
chia hagedash, White-backed Duck Thalassornis leuconotus, 
Yellow-billed Duck, African Black Duck Anas sparsa, Cape 
Shoveler A. smithii, Southern Pochard Netta erythrophthal
ma, Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa, Red-knobbed Coot Fulica 
cristata, African Wattled Lapwing Vanellus senegallus, African 
Snipe Gallinago nigripennis and White-winged Tern Chlido
nias leucopterus. Species passing the 0.5% threshold include 
Whiskered Tern C. hybrida and Spur-winged Goose. Large 
numbers of Lesser Kestrel occur and roost at several locations 
in the IBA, such as Newcastle.

conservation issues 
Threats
This extremely valuable IBA is under considerable threat from 
a number of quarters. Applications to prospect and mine in 
the area are received regularly, sometimes on land bordering 
formally protected areas. If these applications were to be ap-
proved, they could have a negative impact on the region as a 
whole. Some submissions pertain to water catchment areas, in 
which case the impact of the mine would be felt downstream 
and beyond the IBA’s borders. Other threats include inappro-
priate farming practices such as burning too frequently and 
at the wrong time of year, excessive grazing, the ploughing of 
new veld and the damming and draining of wetlands. 

Conservation action
Three protected environments have been declared in this IBA: 
Mabola, KwaMandlangampisi and Pongola Bush. The decla-
ration of the Sneeuwberg Protected Environment is currently 
in progress. Management plans for these protected environ-
ments are being drafted or have been finalised. These ini-
tiatives greatly improve the conservation status of this area,  
providing protection from mining and assisting landowners 
to manage the grassland on their farms for particular species 
or communities of birds. Other nature reserves in the area are 
Wakkerstroom Wetland, Pongola Bush, Paardeplaats, Tafelkop  

and Seekoeivlei. There are also a number of private nature  
reserves nearby.

This IBA is extremely important from a biodiversity point 
of view and is considered to be one of the most important sites 
in the IBA network. It faces numerous threats, however, and 
initiatives to improve the conservation status of the land and 
to assist landowners to improve their land management, for 
example by implementing correct burning and grazing prac-
tices, must continue.  

EWT’s African Crane Conservation Programme drives 
crane conservation in Wakkerstroom. 

Staff members of the BirdLife South Africa Wakkerstroom 
Tourism and Education Centre are actively involved in envi-
ronmental education and community conservation projects 
in Wakkerstroom and across southern Mpumalanga.

The WWF-SA Enkangala Grasslands Project has been operat-
ing in Wakkerstroom for the past decade. Established to develop 
ways to use land more sustainably without causing further dam-
age, the project aims to work with local landowners and other 
partners to secure and maintain the ecological integrity and 
cultural heritage of this important area. Innovative mechanisms 
are being developed to secure the grasslands’ biodiversity and 
the relevant ecosystems’ goods and services. The project team 
is working closely with key stakeholders in the area, including 
commercial farmers, emerging farmers, land-reform projects 
and business to get the necessary buy-in and ensure that its ac-
tivities are supported and approved by key land users.

Further reading
Allan et al. (1983); Allan et al. (1997); Cowan et al. (1996); De Wet (1991); 
Herholdt et al. (1987); Hockey et al. (1988); Kotze et al. (1994); Peters 
(ed.) (2001); Pocock et al. (1967); Stoltz et al. (1973); Tarboton (1984c, 
1992, 1995a, 1995b, 1997a, 1997b, 1997c, 2001); Tarboton et al. (1987); 
Tarboton et al. (2008); Taylor (1994, 1997a, 1997b). 
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Site deScription
Located 4 km north-east of Nigel at an altitude of 1 585 m 
a.s.l., the Blesbokspruit IBA is a large, highly modified, high-
altitude wetland with a narrow fringe of degraded grassland. It 
extends along the Blesbokspruit, one of the Vaal River’s larger 
tributaries, from the Grootvaly Wetland Reserve (R555) in 
the north to the Marievale Bird Sanctuary (R42) in the south.

Water levels in the Blesbokspruit are artificially maintained 
by the inflow of mining, industrial and municipal effluents 
that are contained by embankments. The addition of organic 
matter produces the highly eutrophic conditions that are fa-
voured by marginal vegetation. Reedbeds (Phragmites aus-
tralis and Typha capensis) are estimated to cover more than 
70% of the Marievale Bird Sanctuary (Joshua 2014) and the 
remainder of the IBA is similarly affected.

The average annual rainfall is 650–700 mm and tempera-
tures vary from -10 °C in winter to 35 °C in summer (Koen 
et al. 2007). 

birdS
More than 220 species have been recorded for the IBA during 
SABAP2. The Blesbokspruit, which in the past regularly sup-
ported 20 000 waterbirds, was designated a Ramsar Wetland of 

International Importance for waterbirds in 1986. The water is 
highly productive, providing ample food for Lesser Flamingo 
Phoeniconaias minor and Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus 
roseus. The system supports a diversity of waterbird species, in-
cluding Goliath Heron Ardea goliath, Purple Heron A. purpurea, 
African Spoonbill Platalea alba, Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus, 
Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, Red-knobbed Coot Fulica 
cristata and White-winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus.

African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, which has been dis-
placed from much of the surrounding veld as a result of intense 
industrialisation, urbanisation and habitat modification, is a 
breeding resident. African Grass Owl Tyto capensis is now rarely 
recorded along the Blesbokspruit, its local population decline 
being attributed to a reduction in its preferred rank grassland 
habitat adjacent to the wetland. Large volumes of water dis-
charged upstream have increased the extent and permanence 
of flooded ground, while reed encroachment, unplanned fires, 
uncontrolled grazing by cattle and invasion by alien forbs con-
tribute to the degradation of the remaining terrestrial habitat.

iba trigger SpecieS
There is insufficient data to indicate that any species pass the 
IBA criteria. However, since the wetland is thought to hold 
more than 20 000 waterbirds, its importance for waterbird 
conservation should not be underestimated.  
 
conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The Blesbokspruit was originally a perennial river with few or 
no reedbeds along its narrow banks and only a few expanses 
of open shallow water. During the gold rush of the 1940s, 
many buildings, roads and railways were constructed in this 
area, resulting in the creation of several large sand embank-
ments that impeded the river’s flow. The large, open, shallow 
stretches of water that subsequently formed were colonised 
by sedges, reeds, bulrushes, duckweed and other vlei vegeta-
tion. Large volumes of water now flow into the wetland and, 
together with insufficient drainage, have ‘drowned’ it. Prolific 
reed growth and almost permanently high water levels have 
reduced the extent of habitat available for wading birds. The 
additional water has also reduced the seasonally flooded ‘wet 
meadow’ and other suitable habitat for ducks, resulting in re-
duced numbers of Anatidae.

In May 1996 the Blesbokspruit was placed on the Montreux 
Record of priority sites for conservation action by the Ramsar 
Bureau because of the detrimental changes that have impact-
ed the site and altered the ecological character of the wetland. 
Despite various interventions (such as the treatment of mine 
effluent and irregular reed management), duck populations 
have not recovered to historically high levels. 

Conservation actions
The IBA incorporates a 220-ha municipal protected area 
(Grootvaly Wetland Reserve) and a 1 012-ha provincial  
protected area (Marievale Bird Sanctuary) managed by the 

GDARD. Daggafontein, a 550-ha property that borders 
Marievale to the north, was donated to GDARD by Anglo-
Gold. However, due to financial and capacity constraints, this 
property has not yet been fully incorporated into the day-to-
day management of the provincial protected area.

 The rest of the properties between Daggafontein and 
Grootvaly are in the hands of private individuals and compa-
nies. This diverse ownership makes it difficult to implement 
conservation actions within the IBA. There is an environmen-
tal management plan for the reserve and the officer-in-charge 
is supported by a management plan committee that meets 
several times a year, as well as by the Friends of Marievale. 
The reserve is under-resourced and not all actions included in 
the management plan can be implemented at present.

Despite regular waterbird counts along sections of the 
Blesbokspruit, there are no reliable population estimates for  

individual species in the whole IBA. Although it is possible 
that some species, such as Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus 
gambensis, do pass the IBA criteria, this cannot be stated with 
certainty. The IBA does pass the sub-regional IBA criteria of 
10 000 waterbirds and, on occasion, also the 20 000 waterbird 
criteria for a global IBA. More frequent monitoring and an 
intensive ringing programme are needed to better understand 
waterbird population dynamics at this site. 

Related webpage
https://rsis.ramsar.org/ris/343

Further reading
Bredenkamp et al. (1996); Cowan (1995); Cowan et al. (1996); Joshua 
(2014); Koen et al. (2007); Madden (1987); Tarboton (1997a, 1997b, 
1997c); Tarboton et al. (1998). 

bleSbokSpruit

SuikerboSrand nature reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1)  •  Province: Gauteng  •  Size: 17 950 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located 50 km south of Johannesburg, Suikerbosrand lies 
between the towns of Heidelberg and Meyerton in Gauteng’s 
industrialised Highveld. The reserve has been expanded in re-
cent years by the addition of an extension northward to the 
R550 and east up to the N3. The new section includes a large 
area of grassland, wetlands along the Rietspruit and drainage 
lines. This extension is extremely valuable as it contains habi-
tats suitable for African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and Secre-
tarybird Sagittarius serpentarius.

The reserve is dominated by Suikerbos Ridge, which runs 
from west to east, rising from the surrounding plateau (1 500 m  
a.s.l.) to reach its greatest height (1 918 m a.s.l.) in the form 
of knolls on the central plateau east of Kareekloof. The ridge 
is broken by numerous seasonal streams, and the associated 
well-wooded kloofs and steep cliffs (varying in height from  
15 to 45 m) contrast with the predominantly open grassy 
plains. Two important areas are the aloe forest near Karee-
kloof and, in the south-west, the vegetation community dom-
inated by Vachellia (formerly Acacia) karroo trees.

Although the annual average is 700 mm, rainfall can vary 
considerably over short distances, with the most rain falling 
in the east and the least in the west. In addition, the ridge 
forms a divide, so that rain may fall to the north but not to the 
south and vice versa, further complicating local rain events. 
This steep rainfall gradient results in a wide variety of vegeta-
tion types occurring within the reserve. Sour grassveld domi-
nates most of the area, although bushveld also occurs along 
the watercourses and in the east and south. Large parts of the 
foothills were once cultivated land but are now returning to 
their natural state. 

birdS
The diversity of habitats in the reserve has resulted in more 
than 270 species being recorded during SABAP2. It is not 

certain how many White-bellied Korhaans Eupodotis sen-
egalensis occur and further research is needed in order to 
obtain exact numbers. The inclusion of the extended area 
into the reserve has ensured that African Grass Owl remains 
listed as a key species. Counts produced 12 birds in 2007 and 
eight in 2014.

Melodius Lark Mirafra cheniana has been added as a key 
species because it has been reported regularly in this IBA 
since 2007. Up to 50 individuals have been recorded at one 
time.

Secretarybird breeds in the reserve and two pairs have been 
recorded here in recent years. Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola 
explorator occurs in the east and Kalahari Scrub Robin Eryth-
ropygia paena, Red-headed Finch Amadina erythrocephala, 
Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda erythronotos and Violet-eared 
Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus are regularly reported. Inde-
pendent observers as well as those participating in SABAP2 
have recorded Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens, Corn 
Crake Crex crex and African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus. 

Status: Sub-regional IBA (C4i, ii)  •  Province: Gauteng  •  Size: 3 060 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected
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iba trigger SpecieS
The globally threatened species that occur in the IBA are  
Melodious Lark, Blue Korhaan and Secretarybird (two pairs). 
Regionally threatened species are African Grass Owl (12–30 
individuals) and White-bellied Korhaan. Kalahari Scrub Rob-
in and White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala are the only 
biome-restricted species in this IBA. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The biggest immediate threats to this IBA are unplanned fires 
and uncontrolled grazing and trampling by cattle. Fire is an 
important tool for grassland management and the burning 
plan for the reserve takes into account the requirements not 
only of the veld and ungulate species, but also of the broader 
biodiversity. However, a lack of financial resources hampers 
efforts to secure the reserve against unplanned fires and illegal 
grazing, and these are a perennial problem. Incompatible fire 
and grazing regimes negatively affect the availability of suit-
able habitat for key bird species such as African Grass Owl 
and are thought to be the primary cause of local population 
declines in the northern extension.

A number of mining applications have been submitted for the 
extension and adjacent properties; if approved, they could have 
a severe negative impact on the key species in the IBA. A num-
ber of transmission lines traverse the IBA and could be a threat 
to large-bodied species such as Secretarybird. More monitoring 
is needed to determine whether they are indeed a threat. 

Conservation action
Suikerbosrand was proclaimed a nature reserve in 1974 and 
initially comprised sections of nine farms, with a combined 

extent of 11 595 ha. Additional sections of six farms to the 
north of the original reserve were purchased between 2000 
and 2006. The process of incorporating this extension into 
the main reserve has yet to be completed, but as of 2014 the 
proclaimed extent of the nature reserve has been expanded to  
14 726 ha. 

The reserve is managed by GDARD and is extremely im-
portant at a local level as it is one of the few areas in the south-
ern Highveld where significant remnants of the original flora 
and fauna remain. Located within one of the most densely 
populated and industrialised regions in sub-Saharan Africa, 
Suikerbosrand is used intensively for environmental educa-
tion, outdoor recreation and resource management.

Densities of almost all the larger wide-ranging birds in the 
area have been reduced as humans have increased and inten-
sified their use of the land. A species such as Secretarybird 
has had its density considerably reduced in Gauteng, while 
Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres and Martial Eagle Polemaetus 
bellicosus are now rare species for this reserve and are seldom 
seen. Appropriate landscape management, including proac-
tive awareness campaigns to prevent the persecution of large 
birds in the district, could result in the return of some of these 
wide-ranging raptors to the area. However, the reserve in iso-
lation is probably too small to support viable populations of 
any of the larger wide-ranging birds.

Related webpage
http://www.gauteng.net/attractions/entry/suikerbosrand_nature_reserve/

Further reading
Bredenkamp et al. (1978); Bredenkamp et al. (1980); Day (1975); Du 
Plessis (1973); McAllister (1996); Tarboton (1997a, 1997b, 1997c). 

devon graSSlandS
Status: Global IBA (A1)   •  Province: Gauteng/Mpumalanga  •  Size: 75 330 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
This IBA was established in 2014 due to the presence of a num-
ber of species of conservation concern. It extends from the 

town of Devon in the north to an area 7 km east of Balfour and 
5 km north of Greylingstad. The main habitat type is Soweto 
Highveld Grassland within the Mesic Highveld Grassland 

Bioregion. This grassland type occurs in moderately undulat-
ing landscapes on the Highveld Plateau and supports ‘short to 
medium-high, dense, tufted grassland dominated by Themeda 
triandra and accompanied by a variety of other grasses such 
as Elionurus muticus, Eragrostis racemosa, Heteropogon contor-
tus and Tristachya leucothrix’ (Mucina et al. 2006). This habitat 
type is listed as Endangered. A small portion of the IBA in the 
south contains Tsakane Clay Grassland, which is also Endan-
gered (Mucina et al. 2006). 

In addition, when combined with conservation targets 
for fauna and flora, the majority of the Gauteng portion of 
the proposed IBA is classified as either a Critical Biodiver-
sity Area or an Ecological Support Area in terms of the latest 
Gauteng provincial conservation plan.

The proposed IBA includes several small rivers, numerous 
non-perennial drainage lines, natural wetlands and man-
made dams. Although only a very small proportion of these 
are monitored regularly as part of CWAC, waterbird diversity 
is known to be high. In summer, and particularly in wet years 
when pans are full and floodplains become inundated, huge 
influxes of resident and migratory waterbirds may occur. It 
is therefore projected, with confidence, that the 20 000 bird 
threshold is regularly exceeded. 

birdS
The area is well known for Blue Crane Anthropoides paradi-
seus and flocks totalling 250–300 birds are recorded most win-
ters. A single Wattled Crane Bugeranus carunculatus forages 
with the Blue Cranes. Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens 
and Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius breed here and are 
commonly observed. Four harrier species occur regularly:  
African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus is resident, Black  
Harrier C. maurus is a winter visitor and Pallid Harrier  
C. macrourus and Montagu’s Harrier C. pygargus are sum-
mer migrants. African Grass Owl Tyto capensis is probably 
under-recorded as there is suitable habitat for this species 
throughout the IBA. Black-winged Pratincole Glareola nord-
manni sometimes occurs in large numbers; in 2011 one flock 
estimated at more than 2 000 birds was recorded. Waterbird 
numbers fluctuate considerably as water levels change on the 
numerous dams and streams in the area. 

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane (250–300 individu-
als), Secretarybird (20–25 individuals, breeding), Blue Korhaan, 
Black-winged Pratincole and Black Harrier. Regionally threat-
ened species are African Grass Owl, Greater Flamingo Phoe-
nicopterus roseus and African Marsh Harrier.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
There are relatively few threats to the IBA, but an under-
ground coal mine is planned in the area. If the application to 
mine is successful, the mine will begin operations in 2020–21. 
It is unclear what its footprint will be.

Large sections of the IBA have already been transformed 
into maize fields and any future expansion of the area under 
cultivation would be a threat to local biodiversity. Planted 

pastures and remaining areas of natural grassland are typi-
cally grazed by livestock but continue to provide habitat for 
several trigger species, including Blue Crane, Secretarybird 
and Blue Korhaan. The potential impact of grazing on species 
such as the African Grass Owl that require tall, rank grassland 
has not yet been assessed.

There is an extensive network of gravel and tarred roads 
throughout the IBA and hundreds of owls, including African 
Grass Owl, have been killed by motor vehicles, particularly 
on the N17. The poor management of grain transportation, 
which attracts rodent prey to the road surface at night, re-
mains a problem. 

As there are no large cities or towns within the IBA, threats 
linked to urban areas are not currently relevant. However, this 
may change as urban areas in Gauteng expand eastwards. 

Conservation action
Current conservation initiatives are largely limited to survey 
and monitoring projects such as SABAP2, CAR and CWAC, 
annual crane counts and the ad hoc collection of data on 
fence- and collision-associated bird fatalities.

The IBA is currently unprotected and its protected status 
needs to be improved in order to ensure the persistence of the 
trigger species and their habitats. Declaration of the IBA as a 
protected environment through the relevant provincial stew-
ardship programmes should be promoted. 

Further reading
Compaan (2011); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006). 

devoN GrasslaNds iba

0                  4.5                 9                                         18  km

➣

N

Gauteng

Greylingstad

balfour

devon leandra

Mpumalanga

black-Shouldered kite  mATThEw AxElROD

N17

http://www.gauteng.net/attractions/entry/suikerbosrand_nature_reserve/


64  IBA DIRECTORY 2015

north west
Authors: Ernst F. Retief, M. Daniel Marnewick & Fanie S.C.V. du Plessis

1. Pilanesberg National Park
2. Botsalano Nature Reserve
3. Magaliesberg
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site description
Managed by NWPTB, Pilanesberg National Park lies about 
160 km north-west of Johannesburg. It covers a wide range of 
habitats, including vleis, lakes, streams, thick bush, broad-leaved 
and acacia woodland, koppies, open grasslands and former 
farmlands. The park encompasses the Pilanesberg Mountains, 
which were formed after a complex chain of geological events 
that included several cycles of volcanic eruptions, outpourings 
of lava, the collapse of craters, ring fracturing around the vol-
cano and the intrusion of magma into these fractures. The result 
was several concentric rings of igneous rock of different ages 
around the core of a volcano. Since then, the 7 000-m volcano  

has slowly subsided and eroded to a remnant of its former self, 
rising to only 700 m above the surrounding plains. Strictly 
speaking, the Pilanesberg is no longer an ancient volcano, but 
a cross-section through the magma pipes that were located at 
great depth beneath the volcano. The resulting structure is a 
ring-complex of concentric koppies composed of a unique suite 
of alkaline volcanic rocks, the highest being 1 669 m a.s.l., inter-
spersed in a matrix of low-lying plains.

The Mankwe River and its five major tributaries provide 
most of the park’s water. In the past, farmers constructed addi-
tional water storage dams for livestock in order to supplement 
non-perennial streams. The largest impoundment, Mankwe 
Dam, is in the centre of the park. Rain falls mainly in summer, 
in the form of violent thunderstorms accompanied by much 
lightning. Rainfall is highly variable from one year to the next. 

Birds
More than 300 species occur in the park, thanks to its exten-
sive range of habitats and the fact that it lies in the overlap 
between the dry western and wet eastern parts of the country. 
The site lies midway between the Cape Vulture Gyps coproth-
eres colonies in the Magaliesberg and the Waterberg and Cape 
Vultures periodically forage in it. Small numbers of White-
backed Vulture G. africanus and Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos 
tracheliotus also occasionally visit. The park supports several 
breeding pairs of Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, and 
other raptors, such as Wahlberg’s Eagle Hieraaetus wahlbergi, 
African Hawk Eagle Aquila spilogaster, Brown Snake Eagle 
Circaetus cinereus, Black-chested Snake Eagle C. pectoralis 
and Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, occur in small numbers. 
Individual Martial Eagles Polemaetus bellicosus, Bateleurs Ter-
athopius ecaudatus and Tawny Eagles Aquila rapax occasion-
ally visit. Mankwe River holds small populations of African 
Finfoot Podica senegalensis. White-backed Night Heron Gor-
sachius leuconotus is an occasional visitor. A large vlei with 

pilanesBerg national park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: North West  •  Size: 49 580 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Botsalano nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: North West  •  Size: 5 480 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
Botsalano Nature Reserve is about 40 km north of central  
Mahikeng, near the border with Botswana. Proclaimed in 
1984 under the Bophuthatswana Nature Conservation Act 
No. 3 of 1973, it falls within the Mahikeng local municipality 
in the Ngaka Modiri Molema District municipality.

The reserve lies between 1 320 and 1 440 m a.s.l. and consists 
of slightly undulating plains. Its geological formation com-
prises mostly shale, slate and quartzite of the Pretoria Group, 
although parts of the Gaborone Granite Complex extensions 
to the north of Mahikeng also fall within its boundaries. The 
soils are relatively shallow and rocky (Glenrosa and Mispah 
forms), with deep sandy loam (Hutton form) in places. The 
regional climate is warm-temperate with high temperatures 
in summer, and the average precipitation is 533 mm p.a., oc-
curring in summer and autumn. Although largely dry, the 
area holds some ephemeral rivers that eventually run into the 
Molopo River in Botswana.

Botsalano has elements of both the Grassland and the  
Savanna biomes. The savanna vegetation, which is known as 

dry Cymbopogon–Themeda veld, comprises Searsia (formerly 
Rhus) lancea and Grewia flava trees and Cymbopogon grasses on 
the hilltops, with Vachellia (formerly Acacia) trees and Eragrostis 
and Schmidtia grasses in the ‘valley’ bottoms and burnt areas.

Birds
The area is of particular interest from an ornithological 
point of view as it is one of very few reserves in South Af-
rica that holds the western population of the Short-clawed 
Lark Certhilauda chuana. It is also one of the few reserves 
in which Melodious Lark Mirafra cheniana can be found. In 
addition, the open grassland flats are known to occasionally 
support Yellow-throated Sandgrouse Pterocles gutturalis. Ow-
ing to its proximity to Botswana, which enjoys extensive rural 
landscape management, the reserve supports large scavengers 
such as Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotus and breeding 
White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus, as well as Cape Vulture 
G. coprotheres, which is occasionally seen foraging. It is ex-
cellent for raptors, with Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus,  
Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus, Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax, 

mixed grassland at the eastern end of Mankwe Dam provides 
habitat for African Grass Owl Tyto capensis.

The surrounding woodland–grassland mosaic is known to 
hold Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and Kori Bustard 
Ardeotis kori. Other threatened species occasionally seen are 
European Roller Coracias garrulus and Yellow-throated Sand-
grouse Pterocles gutturalis. Black Stork Ciconia nigra, Mara-
bou Stork Leptoptilos crumeniferus and Yellow-billed Stork 
Mycteria ibis occur as occasional visitors. Other woodland 
specials include Southern Pied Babbler Turdoides bicolor, 
Monotonous Lark Mirafra passerina, White-throated Robin-
Chat Cossypha humeralis, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropy-
gia paena, Burnt-necked Eremomela Eremomela usticollis, 
Striped Pipit Anthus lineiventris, Barred Wren-Warbler Cal-
amonastes fasciolatus, Marico Flycatcher Bradornis mariquen-
sis, Crimson-breasted Shrike Laniarius atrococcineus, Great 
Sparrow Passer motitensis, Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes 
squamifrons, Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus, 
Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda erythronotos and Shaft-tailed 
Whydah Vidua regia.

iBa trigger species
The main trigger species are the globally threatened Kori 
Bustard, Secretarybird (breeding in the park) and European 
Roller, as well as the regionally threatened Verreauxs’ Eagle 
(breeding in the park), Lanner Falcon, African Finfoot, Af-
rican Grass Owl, Yellow-billed Stork, Yellow-throated Sand-
grouse and Marabou Stork. Small numbers of all these species 
occur in the IBA. A number of biome-restricted species 
also occur, of which Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, 
White-throated Robin-Chat, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris 

talatala and Kalahari Scrub Robin are common and Barred 
Wren-Warbler is less common. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The IBA is relatively close to the large urban areas of Gauteng 
and Rustenburg. There are many roads, fences and infrastruc-
ture for electricity supply that pose potentially deadly threats, 
especially to large and wide-roaming birds such as raptors, 
cranes and bustards. It may not be sufficient to provide a 
place of refuge inside the park in order to conserve the local  
populations of these species. Pilanesberg National Park is 
bordered by quite large low-income human settlements. The 
poor socio-economic situation in these areas raises the risk of 
potential poaching incidents, either for food or to satisfy the 
increasing demand for wildlife products on the black market. 

Conservation action
The establishment of a national park in the Pilanesberg was 
first suggested in 1969. When Sun City was built in 1978 a 
park became viable from a tourism perspective and Pilanes-
berg National Park came into being in 1980. Game was pur-
chased for the ‘Operation Genesis’ re-introduction, for which 
WWF-SA provided a substantial portion of the funding. 
Since South Africa became a democracy in 1994, the park has 
been controlled by NWPTB. This IBA is a formally protected 
provincial nature reserve.

Further reading
Benson et al. (1990); Brett (1989); Hancock (1985); Ryan et al. (1990). 
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Wahlberg’s Eagle A. wahlbergi, African Hawk Eagle A. spilogas-
ter, Brown Snake Eagle Circaetus cinereus and Black-chested  
Snake Eagle C. pectoralis all occurring.

The surrounding woodland–grassland mosaic is known 
to hold Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and Kori 
Bustard Ardeotis kori. Other woodland specials are Mo-
notonous Lark Mirafra passerina, Southern Pied Babbler 
Turdoides bicolor, White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha hume-
ralis, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Burnt-necked 
Eremomela Eremomela usticollis, Barred Wren-Warbler Cala - 
monastes fasciolatus, Marico Flycatcher Bradornis mariquensis, 
Crimson-breasted Shrike Laniarius atrococcineus, Southern 
White-crowned Shrike Eurocephalus anguitimens, Burchell’s 
Starling Lamprotornis australis, Scaly-feathered Finch Sporo-
pipes squamifrons, Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granati-
nus, Black-faced Waxbill Estrilda erythronotos and Shaft-tailed 
Whydah Vidua regia. Dusky Lark Pinarocorys nigricans can be 
seen on the sparsely vegetated plains, while Tinkling Cisticola 
Cisticola rufilatus occurs in the broad-leaved woodland.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture, Kori Bustard, 
Lappet-faced Vulture (five active nests were spotted during 
the aerial count in mid-August 2014), Secretarybird, Melo-
dious Lark and White-backed Vulture. Regionally threatened 
species are Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and Short-clawed 
Lark. Biome-restricted species commonly found are Barred 
Wren-Warbler, Kalahari Scrub Robin, White-throated Robin-
Chat and White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala, while less 
common species are Burchell’s Starling and Sociable Weaver 
Philetairus socius.

conservation issues 
Threats
The reserve is fully protected and faces relatively few threats. 
Currently the most significant of these is rhino poaching, 
which is jeopardising the overall management of Botsalano. 
The reserve manager has had to redirect a considerable por-
tion of his resources to fighting the increased poaching threat. 

As a result of already limited resources being dedicated 
to fighting poaching, other functions such as maintenance, 
monitoring and tourism are not being managed as effectively 
as desired. In addition, due to related safety concerns, tour-
ist movements have been restricted and walking is no longer 
permitted. Being able to walk in Botsalano used to be an in-
centive to visit the reserve, and its tourism potential may be 
curtailed if rhino poaching is not substantially reduced in the 
near future. The reserve’s income would be affected, which 
may have a negative impact on habitat management in the 
long term.

Conservation action
As a provincial nature reserve, Botsalano is fully protected. It 
did not have a management plan at the time the IBA was as-
sessed (October 2013), but one was being written. Although 
conservation measures are being implemented, they are not 
comprehensive and are limited by capacity. 

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998);  Grobler et al. (1993); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); 
Seitlhamo (2013).

MagaliesBerg
status: Global IBA (A1, A4ii)  •  Province: North West/Gauteng  •  Size: 363 890 ha 

Protection: Partially Protected

site description
Previously known as the Magaliesberg and Witwatersberg 
IBA, this IBA consists mainly of the Magaliesberg range, 
which extends in an arc from just north-west of Rustenburg 
in the west to the N1 in the east near Pretoria. To the south, 
the Witwatersberg range runs parallel to the Magaliesberg, 
extending from the town of Magaliesburg in the west to Hart-
beespoort Dam in the east. 

Several large rivers have their headwaters in these moun-
tains, including the Crocodile, Sterkstroom, Magalies and 
Skeerpoort. Three major impoundments have been built 
along the Magaliesberg: the massive Hartbeespoort Dam in 
the east, Buffelspoort Dam in the centre and Olifantsnek Dam 
about 7 km south of Rustenburg.

Birds
Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres breeds at Nooitgedacht and at 
Skeerpoort, the larger of the two colonies. No breeding activ-
ity was recorded at a third colony, Roberts’ Farm, in 2014. 

Many raptor species occur in the Magaliesberg IBA, in-
cluding White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus and Lappet-
faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotus, although most records are 
of individuals. Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii breeds in 
the Magaliesberg, and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and 
Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius are regularly recorded. 
Long-crested Eagle Lophaetus occipitalis is a more recent col-
oniser of the range. White-bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senega-
lensis is found in grassland at the top of the Magaliesberg, as 
well on the Witwatersberg. 

One pair of Black Storks Ciconia nigra also breeds at Skeer-
poort, and there is a possibility that more birds occur in the 
area. The densely wooded valleys along overgrown, slow- 
flowing streams hold Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitor-
quata. African Finfoot Podica senegalensis is recorded regularly 
along rivers in the IBA, such as the Hennops and Magalies.

The surrounding woodland holds Striped Kingfisher Halcyon 
chelicuti, Burnt-necked Eremomela Eremomela usticollis, Barred 
Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus, Marico Flycatcher 
Bradornis mariquensis, Crimson-breasted Shrike Laniarius 
atrococcineus, Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes squamifrons, 
Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus, Black-faced Wax-
bill Estrilda erythronotos, Striped Pipit Anthus lineiventris and 
Short-toed Rock Thrush Monticola brevipes. 

Some Afromontane affinities appear along the range and there 
are patches of Northern Afro-temperate Forest in the kloofs, 
where Mountain Wagtail Motacilla clara has been recorded.

iBa trigger species
The most important trigger species in the IBA is the globally 
threatened Cape Vulture. The number of breeding pairs in the 
Skeerpoort colony seems to be stable at 200–250. Secretary-
bird is the other globally threatened species in the IBA. Re-
gionally threatened species are Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, 
Half-collared Kingfisher, African Grass Owl, African Finfoot  

and Verreauxs’ Eagle. Biome-restricted species include White-
bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala, Kurrichane Thrush Turdus 
libonyanus, White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, 
Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena and Barred Wren-
Warbler. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The most important threat to the trigger species in this IBA 
is the expansion of commercial, recreational and housing 
developments, which have decreased the area of land avail-
able for wild ungulates and domestic livestock, and hence the 
availability of food for vultures. It is generally accepted that 
without the supplementary food provided by the five vulture 
feeding areas in the IBA, the Cape Vulture colonies would 
have declined.

The use of poisons by small-stock farmers in the area to 
combat mammalian predators such as black-backed jackal 
Canis mesomelas, caracal Caracal caracal and domestic dogs 
has declined, and rehabilitation centres like VULPRO report 
fewer of these cases than when the IBA was designated in 
1998. Recreational mountaineering is a minor threat to the 
vulture colonies, as incidents have been reported in which 
stones were thrown at the chicks.

Collisions with man-made structures such as power lines 
is a concern. A considerable number of birds that have either 
flown into a power line or have been electrocuted are brought 
to VULPRO each year. 

Conservation action
Most of the IBA falls within the Magaliesberg Protected Natu-
ral Environment. This large area has had legal conservation 
status under the Environment Protection Act since 1977, and 
this category of protected area is enshrined in more recent 
legislation, namely NEM:PAA. According to this legislation, 
private landowners retain ownership but are bound by restric-
tions on development. This protected area is known to local 
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landowners as the ‘green belt’ and all development is under 
the strict scrutiny of both provincial and national authorities. 

There are a number of protected areas in the IBA, including 
Kgaswane Mountain Reserve (formerly Rustenburg Nature Re-
serve), which is 2 km south-west of Rustenburg, and the pri-
vately owned Mountain Sanctuary Park. There are also several 
private game farms, some of which are in conservancies, and 
their land is conservation-friendly. Although these conserva-
tion areas are of great value for some of the trigger species in the 
IBA, they do not provide adequate protection for Cape Vultures 

that forage widely, as shown by tracking studies in which some 
birds travel hundreds of kilometres from the colony in search of 
food. Several vulture feeding areas have been established near 
the colonies to provide a regular food supply to breeding birds. 
These feeding areas are located near Nooitgedacht Farm, Rhino 
and Lion Park, Nyoka Ridge, Mogale’s Gate and at VULPRO. A 
new feeding area has been set up near Roberts’ Farm to attract 
Cape Vultures back to this colony. 

BirdLife Harties agreed to become a Local Conservation 
Group for this IBA in 2014. The club has produced a booklet 
about the birds in the Magaliesberg and this will be updated 
regularly. VULPRO undertakes counts of the colonies and re-
habilitates injured birds so that they can be released. The EWT/
Eskom partnership aims to make the area’s power lines safer 
for birds and has been entrusted to utilise information about 
vulture mortalities on power lines to do so. The North West 
Directorate of Biodiversity Management is currently involved 
in ecological studies on mammalian carnivores and the bio-
remediation of Hartebeespoort Dam. It also carries out airborne 
patrols to detect illegal developments within the confines of the 
designated Magaliesberg Protected Natural Environment. The 
Magaliesberg Biosphere Reserve was declared in 2015 and cov-
ers the whole of the IBA.

Related webpages
www.vulpro.com
www.magaliesbergbiosphere.org.za

Further reading
Boshoff (1990); Komen (1992a, 1992b); Tye (2012); Verdoorn et al. 
(1989); Verdoorn et al. (1992a); Verdoorn et al. (1992b); Whittington-
Jones et al. (2011); Wolter et al. (2007); Wolter et al. (2014). 

The birds disperse to breed in sheltered temporary pans and 
vleis once the summer rains arrive. Breeding species include 
Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus and Caspian 
Tern Sterna caspia, which occur sporadically at low densities.

Goliath Heron Ardea goliath, Great Crested Grebe Podiceps 
cristatus, South African Shelduck Tadorna cana, Yellow-billed 
Duck Anas undulata, Southern Pochard Netta erythrophthal-
ma, Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis and many 
other waterbirds are resident in large numbers and occasion-
ally breed. Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata almost always 
breeds in huge numbers. Summer visitors include Great 
White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus and Pink-backed Pelican 
P. rufescens, while the nomadic Whiskered Tern Chlidonias 
hybrida has occurred sporadically in large numbers.

The prevailing water level determines which species are pres-
ent on the pans. When it is low, conditions are suitable for large 
numbers of waders such as Ruff Philomachus pugnax. Lesser 
Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor and Greater Flamingo Phoe-
nicopterus roseus are frequently present, but tend to be most 
abundant in drought years. In wet years, the shoreline consists 
of mainly inundated grassland, which results in large numbers 
of herons, egrets and Great Crested Grebe moving in to breed. 
Wet and dry years have a remarkable effect on the communities 
of birds that are attracted to the wetland. In extremely wet years, 
when the water is deep and the adjacent grassland floods, her-
ons and waterfowl abound. During the austral summer, many 
migrant Lesser Kestrels Falco naumanni roost in the IBA.

iBa trigger species
As well as congregatory waterbirds, this IBA contains a large 
number of species of conservation concern. Globally threat-
ened species are Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Lesser 
Flamingo, Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa, Black-winged Pra-
tincole Glareola nordmanni (the number varies from season 
to season), White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus (attracted to 
the vulture feeding area in the reserve) and Chestnut-banded 
Plover. Regionally threatened species are Pink-backed Pelican, 
African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus (its numbers are declin-
ing and its status in the IBA is uncertain), Caspian Tern, Great 
White Pelican, Greater Flamingo and African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis. Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena is the only 
restricted-range species in the IBA.

Congregatory waterbirds include Great Crested Grebe, South 
African Shelduck Tadorna cana, Yellow-billed Duck, Southern 
Pochard, Red-knobbed Coot and White-winged Tern Chlido-
nias leucopterus. Congregatory waterbirds that specifically pass 
the sub-regional IBA criteria are Black-necked Grebe Podiceps 
nigricollis, African Spoonbill Platalea alba, Egyptian Goose Alo-
pochen aegyptiaca, Red-billed Teal Anas erythrorhyncha, Cape 
Shoveler A. smithii and  Spur-winged Goose. 

conservation issues 
Threats
In Barnes (1998) the silting up of Barberspan was listed as a 
threat to this IBA and this is still the case, as sediments are 
deposited in the pan via the Harts River. If this is to continue, 
the ecological character of the site may change significantly. 
Farmers upstream in the Harts River make extensive use of 

pesticides and the run-off may also impact negatively on Bar-
berspan. Similarly, the waste-water treatment works upstream 
at Sannieshof, Ottosdal and Lichtenburg pose a risk as sub-
standard water sometimes flows into Barberspan, resulting 
in the high Escherichia coli levels that have been recorded in 
recent years. As certain tourism areas of the reserve are not 
managed by North West Parks, it is difficult to control fish-
ing activities, especially fishing boats, which may impact on 
breeding birds. This situation needs to be carefully monitored. 

Conservation actions
In 1954, the Transvaal Provincial Administration Nature 
Conservation Division purchased 452 ha of land around the 
strategic shallow northern end of Barberspan, where bird 
densities are highest. During the 1970s and 1980s, it gradually 
acquired more land and converted it into a bird sanctuary and 
nature reserve, which included the entire shoreline of Bar-
berspan. Leeupan is owned by five farmers and is, as yet, un-
protected. The pan was designated a Ramsar site in 1975 and 
a Ramsar Management Plan was developed in 2012. A man-
agement plan also exists for the nature reserve, but it cannot 
be fully implemented because of a lack of resources and staff. 

Further reading
Cowan (1995); Cowan et al. (1996); Cumming et al. (2012); Cumming 
et al. (2013); Farkas (1962, 1966); Mayer (1973); McAllister (1986); 
Milstein (1968, 1970a, 1970b, 1970c, 1975); Shewell (1959); Skead 
(1977); Skead et al. (1977).

BarBerspan AnD leeupan
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4i, ii, iii)  •  Province: North West  •  Size: 6 090 ha 

Protection: Partially Protected

site description
A large (6 x 4 km), permanent alkaline lake with a maximum 
depth of 11 m, Barberspan has its own small catchment of 
30 km2. It is the largest of a series of pans in the fossil bed of 
the palaeo-Harts River. Over time, the upper reaches of the 
Harts River have been diverted into Barberspan’s fossil chan-
nel, probably changing its nature from a pan that used to dry 
up intermittently to one that is perennial.

The lake is fed by the Harts River and is situated in open 
grassland that forms a great undulating plain, much of 
which is cultivated for summer crops such as maize, sun-
flowers and groundnuts. The only topographical features of 
the surrounding nature reserve consist of high ground in 
the north-eastern corner, which has been formed by wind-
blown soil from nearby Leeupan to the north, and high 
ground in the southern part, which is only 20 m above the 
average water level of the pan and has been formed by sand 
from Barberspan.

Connected to Barberspan by a narrow channel, Leeupan is 
included in the IBA. It has its own catchment but when Bar-
berspan floods Leeupan does, on occasion, receive water from 
its neighbour. Leeupan is saline and shallow and dries up in 
most winters. Its water level is subject to considerable fluctua-
tions, which result in many years when conditions are favour-
able for some species but have an adverse effect on others. 

Birds
Barberspan is important as a drought refuge for waterfowl 
and as a stopover site for migrant species. It is particularly 
important for waterbirds, many of which moult here. It regu-
larly supports in excess of 20 000 individual birds and, to-
gether with the nature reserve, holds more than 320 species. 
Waterbirds congregate in large numbers during the dry sea-
son (April–October) when all the small wetlands in the sur-
rounding districts have dried up completely and the shallow 
Barberspan is the only suitable habitat remaining in the area. 

0                  1.25              2.5                                         5  km ➣

N

North West

N14Barberspan

Leeupan

sannieshof

Delareyville

  cape vulture  AlBERT fROnEmAn

barberspan anD 
leeUpan iba

http://www.vulpro.com/


72  IBA DIRECTORY 2015

northern cape
Author: Tania A. Anderson

1. Kalahari Gemsbok National Park
2. Spitskop Dam
3. Augrabies Falls National Park
4. Orange River Mouth Wetlands
5. Dronfield
6. Kamfers Dam
7. Benfontein
8. Mattheus-Gat Conservation Area
9. Haramoep and Black Mountain 

Mine
10. Bitterputs Conservation Area
11. Platberg–Karoo Conservancy
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Site deScription
The Kalahari Gemsbok National Park is situated in the sliver 
of land between Botswana and Namibia, 320 km north of Up-
ington. It is an integral part of the Kgalagadi Transfrontier 
Park, which together with neighbouring wildlife management 
areas in Botswana form one of the largest contiguous conser-
vation areas in the world (3,7 million ha). 

The whole area is fairly homogeneous and for the most 
part consists of Kalahari Duneveld, which is characterised 
by camel thorn Vachellia (formerly Acacia) erioloba trees, 
three-thorn or driedoring Rhigozum trichotomum bushes and 
Bushman grass Schmidtia kalahariensis. It falls within the Sa-
vanna Biome. The vegetation structure is predominantly that 
of shrubby grassland, except in the north and along the Auob 
and Nossob rivers, where open-tree savanna is present. The 
major landscape units are high and low dunes (with crests and 
valleys); highly irregular dunes; sandy plains with red to pink-
ish sand; rivers (including terraces and calcrete outcrops); and 
pans on whitish, compact calcareous sand and clay. The veg-
etation on fine-textured soils, such as those found in the pans, 
frequently shows a karroid nature. There are seven major veg-
etation types divided into 20 landscape units and 489 plant 
species (Van Rooyen et al. 2008). 

BirdS
The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park has a list of approximately 
280 species, of which only about 92 are resident. The remain-
der comprises mainly nomadic (17), migratory (50) and va-
grant (121) species. It is an important area for raptors, with 
at least 52 species recorded, and contributes significantly to 
their conservation. 

A total of 239 species has been reported in the Kalahari 
Gemsbok National Park during the SABAP1 and SABAP2 

projects. Four vulture species are present: Cape Vulture Gyps 
coprotheres, White-backed Vulture G. africanus, Lappet-faced 
Vulture Torgos tracheliotos and White-headed Vulture Aegyp-
ius occipitalis. White-backed and Lappet-faced Vultures show 
a preference for the Nossob and Auob riverbeds as both have 
large trees suitable for roosting and nesting. Other threatened 
breeding raptors include Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus, 
Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus and Tawny Eagle Aquila 
rapax. Six species of owls are protected in this IBA. 

Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori is common along both the Auob 
and Nossob riverbeds, and Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii 
occurs relatively frequently in summer. This IBA is seasonally 
important for larks and sparrow-larks, including Stark’s Lark 
Spizocorys starki and Black-eared Sparrow-lark Eremopterix 
australis, particularly after good rains.

Large numbers of  visiting Abdim’s Stork  Ciconia abdimii 
can be seen feeding on insects along the riverbed, while less 
common species such as Black Stork C. nigra and Marabou 
Stork Leptoptilos crumeniferus may be found in limited num-
bers near waterholes. The introduction of permanent water in 
this IBA has probably artificially increased the number and 
species composition of water-dependent birds such as doves, 
Namaqua Sandgrouse Pterocles namaqua and Burchell’s 
Sandgrouse P. burchelli. As a result, Lanner Falcon Falco bi-
armicus and Gabar Goshawk Melierax gabar are likely to be 
more common around the waterholes due to the greater avail-
ability of birds as a food source there.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened birds are White-backed Vulture (46 breed- 
ing pairs; this and the following figures are from M. Whit-
tington pers. comm.), Lappet-faced Vulture, White-headed 
Vulture, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius (four breeding 

Kalahari gemSBoK national parK
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 959 970 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

pairs), Martial Eagle (six breeding pairs), Kori Bustard, Lud-
wig’s Bustard and Lanner Falcon (80–100 breeding pairs). Re-
gionally threatened birds are Tawny Eagle (24 breeding pairs) 
and Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii. Biome-restricted  
species include Stark’s Lark, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropy-
gia paena, Sociable Weaver Philetairus socius, Burchell’s Sand-
grouse, Barred Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus, Pale-
winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup and Burchell’s 
Starling Lamprotornis australis.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This IBA is well managed, with far fewer threats than in the 
surrounding landscape. The major threats that do exist are 
climate change; the slow pace at which the contractual land 
development with the local community is moving and asso-
ciated land-use conflicts; the scarcity of fresh water; and the 
high petrol price, which will have an effect on visitor num-
bers. There is also a lack of funds for tourism management 
and development. 

Predictions on climate change for South Africa state that 
temperatures will increase and rainfall decrease sharply in 
arid areas. Not only is the highest level of warming predicted 
for the Kalahari Desert, but a decrease in rainfall and an in-
crease in the frequency of severe weather are expected to be 
major effects of climate change in the region, potentially plac-
ing many species at risk. Temperatures in most South African 
parks have increased between 1 and 1.5 oC over the past 50 
years. This IBA now experiences 36 more days a year above 
35 oC than it did 50 years ago. Large, mainly resident and ter-
ritorial birds dependent on rainfall are vulnerable to climate 
change, and certain behavioural traits, such as extended pa-
rental care and slow reproductive rates, are likely to increase 
their vulnerability. These species would include territorial 
eagles, such as Tawny Eagle and Martial Eagle. 

Historically, poisons were used extensively in the region to 
control damage-causing predators, such as black-backed jackal 
Canis mesomelas and caracal Caracal caracal. Poisoning inci-
dents involving Bateleurs and White-backed Vultures have been 
recorded in this IBA, and the breeding failure in 1990 of the 
largest White-backed Vulture colony in the park was attributed 
to poisoning. The inadvertent poisoning of Secretarybirds is 
also suspected. Poisons may still be used in neighbouring small-
livestock farming areas, but at a lower level than previously. 

Conservation action
This IBA is a formally protected national park, established in 
1931. It is an integral part of the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, 
which was officially opened in 2000 but had been in existence 
since 1948 through a verbal agreement between the South Af-
rican and Botswanan conservation authorities. The area rep-
resents a large ecosystem relatively free of human influence. 

In 1999 the Khomani San community won a land claim 
over 25 000 ha of the park. A joint management plan between 
the community and SANParks exists for the Ae!Hai Kalahari 
Heritage Contractual Park.

Since the 1930s a total of 88 waterholes and a number of ex-
cavation dams on pans have been constructed in the park. The 

erection of permanent waterholes was motivated by the ob-
servation that increased human activity to the south and west 
of the park was apparently hindering the migratory move-
ments of the indigenous ungulates; by the later fencing of 
some borders; and by the erroneous perception that the wild-
life needed drinking water. Historically, vultures and raptors 
drowned in the water reservoirs. Poles or ladders were fitted 
into the reservoirs to enable raptors to escape from them and 
raptor drownings are now a rare occurrence. The monitoring 
of certain raptor species was reinstated by the EWT’s Birds of 
Prey Programme Kalahari Raptor project in 2010. 

Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/kgalagadi/

Further reading
Anderson (2000a); Anderson et al. (1995); Anderson et al. (1999); 
Barnes (ed.) (1998); BGIS online (2014; accessed September 2014); 
Broekhuysen et al. (1968a); Cunningham et al. (2013); Dean et al. 
(2009a); Du Plessis (2011); Du Plessis et al. (2012); EWT (2012; 
accessed October 2014); Herholdt (1995); Herholdt et al. (1991); 
Herholdt et al. (1997); Herholdt et al. (2006); Hole et al. (2009); IPCC 
(2014; accessed October 2014); Jenkins et al. (2011); Kalahari Gems-
bok National Park management plan (2008; accessed October 2014); 
Knight (1987); Liversidge (1994); McKechnie et al. (2010); Midgley et 
al. (2001); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); Percy FitzPatrick Institute of Af-
rican Ornithology (2014; accessed October 2014); SANParks Research 
Report (2012; accessed October 2014); SANParks Scientific Research 
Report (2013; accessed October 2014); Simmons et al. (2004); Smit et 
al. (2013); Van Rooyen et al. (2008). 
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Site deScription
Spitskop Dam lies 33 km south-west of Jan Kempdorp and  
27 km west of Warrenton. This is one of the largest wetlands 
in the semi-arid Northern Cape region. It holds water perma-
nently and is a vital habitat when many ephemeral and tem-
porary wetlands in the region have dried up. The dam’s major 
inflow is from the Harts River.

This IBA falls within the Savanna Biome and Eastern Kala-
hari Bushveld Bioregion. There are two main vegetation types, 
and the ecosystem status for both the Schmidsdrif Thornveld 
and Kimberley Thornveld is Least Threatened. The thornveld is 
dominated by umbrella thorn Vachellia (formerly Acacia) tor-
tilis and black thorn V. mellifera, with camel thorn V. erioloba, 
sweet thorn V. karroo and shepherd’s tree Boscia albitrunca 
present. The shrub layer is moderately developed in places and 
includes camphor bush Tarchonanthus camphoratus and raisin 
bush Grewia flava. The grass layer is sparse. The water’s edge 
where the Harts River flows into the dam is dominated by com-
mon reed Phragmites australis, which also occurs in patches 
along the dam shoreline. 

Approximately 30% of the terrestrial area of this IBA is in a 
natural state and 70% has been degraded or transformed. As 
is the case with many other wetlands in South Africa, Spitskop 
Dam has been severely affected by human activity. It is a high-
ly disturbed impoundment as a result of years of continuous 
degradation due to excessive livestock grazing and pollution 
from agricultural pesticides and fertilisers.

BirdS
Situated in a region where rainfall is unpredictable, this large, 
permanent waterbody is of major importance during drier 
periods when other wetlands dry up. In this dynamic aquatic 
ecosystem, the species and numbers of waterbirds change 
with fluctuating water quality and water levels. The ecosystem 
regularly supports more than 10 000 birds, and on occasion 
over 20 000 individuals. The dam sustains important species 
such as Pink-backed Pelican Pelecanus rufescens, Caspian Tern 
Sterna caspia, Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and 
Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor. Other species, such as 
Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus, White-breasted Cor-
morant Phalacrocorax lucidus, African Darter Anhinga rufa, 
African Spoonbill Platalea alba, South African Shelduck Ta-
dorna cana, Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata and Pied Avo-
cet Recurvirostra avosetta, occur here in significant numbers. 

The total number of species recorded during both SABAP1 
and SABAP2 is 249, and 221 species have been recorded to date 
during SABAP2. At the time the IBA was assessed, all six of its 
pentads had been atlased but few cards had been submitted.

The CWACs for 1991 to 2006 (MD Anderson CWAC data) 
show that this IBA is important for waterbirds in the North-
ern Cape. There have been globally significant numbers of 
Great Crested Grebe, Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis and 
African Darter (breeding) in winter, and of African Spoonbill 
and South African Shelduck in summer. The IBA also sup-
ports significant numbers of Cape Shoveler Anas smithii and 

White-winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus in summer and 
Goliath Heron Ardea goliath all year. 

The highest number of waterbirds counted was 26 377 in 
February 2003 (MD Anderson CWAC data). Red-knobbed 
Coot was the most abundant species, followed by South Afri-
can Shelduck and Little Stint Calidris minuta. The most recent 
count (August 2010) had a total of 15 156 waterbirds (E Herr-
mann CWAC data). 

The species richness of waterbirds has remained relatively 
constant at an average of 50 species. A maximum of 63 water-
bird species was recorded in 2006. There is some evidence of 
a temporal increase in the number of waterbirds (MD Ander-
son, E Herrmann CWAC data) between 1991 and 2010. 

Low numbers of Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Af-
rican Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lanner Falcon Falco bi-
armicus, Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus and Amur Falcon 
Falco amurensis frequent the dam. Four African Fish Eagles 
Haliaeetus vocifer are resident. Marabou Stork Leptoptilos cru-
meniferus and Abdim’s Stork Ciconia abdimii are occasionally 
present in low numbers.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Lesser Flamingo (980 to 5 800; 
this and following figures from MD Anderson, E Herrmann 
CWAC data) and Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pal-
lidus. Regionally threatened species are Greater Flamingo  
(100 to 1 000), Caspian Tern (four to 230), Pink-backed  

SpitSKop dam
Pelican (ten to 50) and Yellow-billed Stork Mycteria ibis.  
Biome-restricted species are Burchell’s Sandgrouse Pterocles 
burchelli, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena and 
Barred Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus. Congrega-
tory species are Great Crested Grebe, Little Grebe, South Afri-
can Shelduck, Pied Avocet, African Darter, African Spoonbill, 
Cape Shoveler, Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybrida, White-
winged Tern and Red-knobbed Coot.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
One of the most important threats is the poor water quality of 
Spitskop Dam, fed by the Harts River. The water quality of the 
Harts River deteriorates downstream of Taung Dam (which lies 
upstream of Spitskop Dam), due to irrigation return flows with 
increasing concentrations of sodium, magnesium, chloride, sul-
phate and nutrients. At times Spitskop Dam is eutrophic, with 
blue-green algal blooms. Any further addition of nutrients due 
to irrigation expansion could move the dam towards a hyper-
trophic status. Releases from Spitskop Dam could impact on the 
quality of the Vaal River and could exacerbate the blue-green 
algae outbreaks in the lower Orange River. Herbicides and pes-
ticides used for crop farming upstream are also considered a 
threat but have not been quantified. 

The water yield of Spitskop Dam is largely dependent on 
the return flows generated from the Vaalharts Irrigation 
Scheme. Any increase in activities that have an effect on the 
water use and return flows will have a major impact on the 
yield of Spitskop Dam. The Taung Irrigation Scheme is being 
expanded. Should it be expanded above the recommended 
limit to maintain water yields in the dams, Spitskop Dam will 
function as an evaporation lake with only releases for envi-
ronmental water requirements being made downstream. 

Other important threats in this IBA include the hunting or 
poaching of waterbirds, fishing activities and livestock graz-
ing and trampling. The dam edges are threatened by the com-
mon reed, the dominance of which reduces the foraging area 
for flamingos and waders that prefer open shoreline. A few 
invasive alien plants, including mesquite Prosopis species, are 
present and not controlled. 

Predictions on climate change for South Africa state that 
temperatures will increase and rainfall decrease sharply in 
arid areas. In the central regions of South Africa, climate 
change scenarios predict summer rainfall to be slightly higher 
by 2050, and it may also become more variable. Droughts are 
predicted to become more severe due to climate change. Re-
sponses to drought may be species-specific. Bush thickening 
and/or encroachment is expected to increase with increased 
atmospheric carbon levels. 

Renewable energy developments are a new threat in the re-
gion. At this stage there are no solar or wind energy facilities 
approved or proposed for development within this IBA, and 
only one nearby. Some of the trigger species in this IBA, such 
as Lesser Flamingo, are predicted to be moderately suscep-
tible to solar energy facilities.

Conservation action
Spitskop Dam has no formal protected status and ownership 
falls under three different bodies: the DWA, private farmland 
and undeclared State land. DWA manages the dam for water 
consumption and recreation. In the rural northern sector, the 
land is intensively grazed by livestock, including cattle, goats 
and donkeys. 

Regular bi-annual CWACs were undertaken to moni-
tor waterbird numbers from 1991 to 2006 by MD Anderson 
while he was employed as ornithologist at the Northern Cape 
DENC. Subsequently, a CWAC was completed in August 2010 
by E Herrmann, a zoologist at DENC. These counts have been 
discontinued. 

No other conservation actions have been implemented. 
Formal protection, a proper management plan and monitor-
ing are needed. 

Further reading
Anderson (1994d); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Bezuidenhout (1994); BGIS 
online (2014; accessed September 2014); CSIR (2014; accessed October 
2014); Leistner (1967); Midgley et al. (2001); Mucina et al. (eds) 
(2006); Simmons et al. (2004); Smook (2008); Van Rensburg et al. 
(2011).
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augraBieS FallS national parK
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 55 270  ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected disturbance during construction, collisions with the reflective so-

lar panels and, in the case of concentrated solar plants with power 
towers, solar flux injuries. Existing and new power lines from 
substations to renewable energy facilities are significant threats 
to trigger species. 

The Nama Karoo and Succulent Karoo Biomes, which hold 
76% of southern Africa’s endemic birds, are under serious threat 
from climate change. Restricted-range and biome-restricted 
species tend to show greater sensitivity to climate change, aris-
ing from their comparatively narrow climatic niches. Large, 
mainly resident species dependent on rainfall are also more vul-
nerable to climate change. This would include the slow-breeding 
Verreauxs’ Eagle and Martial Eagle, which also exhibit extended 
parental care. Temperatures in most South African parks have 
increased between 1 and 1.5 oC over the past 50 years.

Conservation action
This IBA is a formally protected national park, established in 
1966. It is an important tourist attraction, drawing up to 89 000  
visitors a year. The highest numbers were recorded during re-
cent floods in 2010 and 2011. 

Land claims on two property portions are still in progress, 
and discussions are continuing to find mutually beneficial 
co-management arrangements. Negotiations are ongoing 
to contractually include private land in the western section 
of the park, which will increase its extent by approximately 
5 392 ha.

Because of the threat of climate change to this region’s bio-
diversity in the coming decades, it is critical to maintain the 
ability of species to migrate to new locations in response to 
changing conditions across the landscape. The effective con-
servation of much of the planet’s biodiversity under climate 
change will depend upon rigorously defined networks of pro-
tected areas displaying functional connectivity at regional and 
continental scales.

The National Protected Areas Expansion Strategy priority 
areas are included in the buffer zone that surrounds the park. 
The priority expansion footprint of the buffer zone just reach-
es the eastern extent of the Mattheus-Gat Conservation Area 
IBA (SA034). Privately owned land in this area linking the two 
IBAs should be considered for declaration as protected envi-
ronments under the Biodiversity Stewardship programme. 

Related webpage
www.sanparks.org/parks/augrabies/

Further reading
Anderson (2000a); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Bezuidenhout (1996); Bezuiden-
hout et al. (2001); BGIS online (2014; accessed September 2014); DEA 
(2014; accessed 5 October 2014); Dean et al. (2009a); Hole et al. (2009); 
Githaiga-Mwicigi et al. (2002); Jenkins et al. (2011); Leistner et al. (1973); 
Midgley et al. (2001); Myburgh et al. (2001); SANParks (N.d.; accessed 
September 2014); SANParks (2014; accessed September 2014); Shaw 
(2013); Simmons et al. (2004); Zietsman et al. (1999). 

Site deScription
Augrabies Falls National Park is situated on the vast Bush-
manland peneplain where it straddles the Orange River,  
c. 35 km north-west of Kakamas. Before reaching the falls, the 
Orange River flows through a wide, flat valley where mainly 
commercial viticulture farming is practised. After cascading 
down the 56-m-high falls it meanders down a deep, narrow 
gorge for 18 km before reaching the level surface of the sur-
rounding plains at Blouputs, where viticulture continues. 

The largest section of the park is flat with low relief and 
scattered rocky hills. Large, rounded granite domes and black 
granulite hills provide a variety of habitats. Ephemeral river-
beds and drainage lines are sandy, gravelly and dry and are 
mostly very shallow; some, however, are deeper with rocky 
sides and broad beds. The very low rainfall is sporadic and un-
predictable, and this IBA is prone to long periods of drought.

The IBA belongs to the Bushmanland Bioregion, and lies 
within the Nama Karoo Biome. The ecosystem status for most 
of the area is Least Threatened with one vegetation type, Lower 
Gariep Alluvial, classified as Endangered. The remaining veg-
etation types are Bushmanland Arid Grassland, Kalahari Kar-
roid Shrubland, Blouputs Karroid Thornveld and Lower Gariep 
Broken Veld. Very little transformation has taken place. 

BirdS
Despite having a low species diversity, this IBA is important 
for many biome-restricted assemblage birds and a host of  
other arid-zone species. A total of 192 species has been re-
corded in the park. The total number of species recorded so 
far during SABAP2 is 186, with the pentads having been fairly 
well atlased at the time the IBA was assessed.

The lowland plains support large wide-ranging species such as 
Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori, 
Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii and Karoo Korhaan Eupodo-
tis vigorsii. Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii, Tractrac Chat  

C. tractrac, Sickle-winged Chat C. sinuata and Rufous-eared 
Warbler Malcorus pectoralis frequent the plains. Black-headed 
Canary Serinus alario is common where there is seed and water. 

Large trees, including camel thorn Vachellia (formerly 
Acacia) erioloba and quiver tree Aloe dichotoma, occasion-
ally support Sociable Weaver Philetairus socius nests, with 
the associated Pygmy Falcon Polihierax semitorquatus fre-
quently present. In very wet years, large numbers of nomadic 
Black-eared Sparrow-lark Eremopterix australis and Stark’s 
Lark Spizocorys starki move in for a brief period and breed. 
Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, Peregrine Falcon Falco 
peregrinus, Black Stork Ciconia nigra, Pale-winged Starling 
Onycho gnathus nabouroup, Bradfield’s Swift Apus bradfieldi 
and Cinnamon-breasted Warbler Euryptila subcinnamomea 
occur in the river’s steep gorges and associated rocky kloofs. 

The belts of riparian Vachellia (formerly Acacia) karroo wood-
land hold Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Namaqua 
Warbler Phragmacia substriata, Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia la-
yardi, Marico Flycatcher Bradornis mariquensis, Scaly-feathered 
Finch Sporopipes squamifrons and Rosy-faced Lovebird Agapor-
nis roseicollis. Waterbirds are associated with the river, although 
no globally important populations are supported.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Martial Eagle, Kori Bustard and 
Ludwig’s Bustard. Regionally threatened species are Karoo Kor-
haan, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and breeding Verreauxs’ 
Eagle (4–6 birds; N du Plessis pers. comm.). Biome-restricted 
birds are Stark’s Lark, Karoo Long-billed Lark Certhilauda sub-
coronata, Kalahari Scrub Robin, Karoo Chat, Tractrac Chat, 
Sickle-winged Chat, Cinnamon-breasted Warbler, Namaqua 
Warbler, Layard’s Tit-Babbler, Sociable Weaver, Pale-winged 
Starling and Black-headed Canary.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This IBA is well managed, with far fewer threats than the sur-
rounding landscape. Overgrazing of the surrounding farmland 
is, however, a threat. It results in degradation of habitat outside 
the park, potentially reducing populations of wide-ranging  
species such as bustards, which depend on large foraging areas 
that fall mostly outside the IBA’s borders. Invasive alien plants 
are a continuing threat, especially in the riparian vegetation 
zone. Three invasive species are being actively controlled.   

Historically, poisons were used extensively in the region 
to control damage-causing predators, such as black-backed 
jackal Canis mesomelas and caracal Caracal caracal. Poison 
use may be continuing in the surrounding livestock farming 
areas, but is likely to be at a lower level than previously. The 
potential impacts of poison use on several threatened raptor 
species has not been quantified.

Renewable energy developments, including hydropower, are a 
new threat. There are two approved applications to develop so-
lar energy facilities on neighbouring farms at the IBA’s southern 
boundary. Possible impacts on birds are loss of habitat, breeding 
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consumption and industrial and agricultural purposes. The 
river has become highly regulated by the 23 dams and numer-
ous weirs within its catchment. The Gariep and Vanderkloof 
dams are also regulated for hydropower generation. Abstrac-
tion and regulation have reduced the Orange’s annual flow by 
half. Should further dams be built, worst-case scenarios proj-
ect periodic drying up of the river that would have extremely 
negative consequences for the functioning of the mouth wet-
lands. Agricultural and industrial pollution are increasing 
the chemical and nutrient load flowing into the IBA. Algal 
blooms sometimes occur during low flow conditions.

Occasionally, floods severely alter the shape of the river 
mouth and result in significant vegetation loss, and the system 
may take several years to recover. Siltation is also a significant 
threat, as increased erosion inland results in a greater silt load 
and clogging at the river mouth. A severe threat is further 
degradation of the remaining salt marshes. 

The extensive invasion of alien mesquite Prosopis species 
along the riverbanks, on the islands and in the upper reaches 
of the estuary after the 2011 floods is reducing habitat area 
and quality. Six other invasive alien species are present, and 
common reed is abundant.   

Other threats include the gill-netting of fish and angling 
pressure in the vicinity of the estuary mouth; the hunting and 
poaching of ducks and geese; illegal dog-hunting and predation 
by feral dogs on the floodplain and islands; grazing by domestic 
and feral cattle; and recreational boating and off-road driving in 
the vicinity of sensitive breeding and roosting sites.

Climate change is another threat to this IBA. Temperatures 
are likely to increase and rainfall decrease sharply in arid ar-
eas. Fog is an important source of moisture in this desert en-
vironment, both for the ecology and for water availability. In 
some fog-supported ecosystems, regional rises in sea surface 
temperature as well as changes in local land cover can have an 

influence on the occurrence and amount of fog precipitation. 
Such changes potentially have implications for the biodiver-
sity of this region. 
   
Conservation action
This IBA was declared a Ramsar site in 1991, as was the  
Namibian side of the mouth in 1995. Together they form the 
Orange River Mouth Transboundary Ramsar Site. 

Due to the severe degradation of the salt marsh by mining 
activities, the Ramsar site was placed on the Montreux Record 
in 1995. Since 2001 Alexkor SOC Ltd has promised to rehabil-
itate the area and restore the salt marsh, although it is unlikely 
that it will return to its former state. A Working for Wetlands 
project in 2005 completed minor rehabilitation work. A 2013 
Alexkor application for restoration activities forms part of the 
management objectives of the strategic management plan for 
the site.

This IBA is on track to be declared a provincial nature re-
serve by June 2015. Negotiations are under way with NAM-
DEB to acquire the Namibian property for a transnational 
conservation area. DENC, in collaboration with SAEON Arid 
Lands Node, re-instated long-term monitoring of the estuary 
ecology in 2012. EWT’s Source to Sea Programme started a 
project in 2014 and will assist with avifaunal monitoring and 
invasive alien plant research. Bird monitoring and an avifau-
nal management plan are urgently needed.

Further reading
Anderson (2006); Anderson et al. (2003); Barnes (ed.) (1998); BGIS 
online (2014; accessed September 2014); Bornman et al. (2005); Cooper 
et al. (1982); CSIR (2005); Eco-Africa (2006); EWT (2014); Macfarlane 
(2013); Morant et al. (1990); Namakwa District (2008; accessed October 
2014); Ryan et al. (1985); SAEON (2012); Simmons et al. (2004). 

dronField
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 11 030 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
The Orange River mouth is located on the arid Atlantic coast 
at South Africa’s border with Namibia. The nearest town is 
Alexander Bay. It is a delta-type river mouth, consisting of a 
series of braided troughs interspersed with sand banks, chan-
nel bars and islets, with a tidal basin and salt marshes. Ex-
tensive mudflats occur at the mouth, and large areas of intra-
fluvial marsh occur upstream of the mudflats. This system is 
so dominated by fresh water that it has few estuarine charac-
teristics. The major part of the vegetation of the lower section 
of the river is typical of a low-salinity wetland. Common plant 
species include the sedges Scirpus and Sporobolus, saltworts 
Sarcocornia and common reed Phragmites australis.

This IBA falls within the Desert Biome, with three vegeta-
tion types: Arid Estuarine Salt Marshes (NFEPA Endangered 
wetland), Alexander Bay Coastal Duneveld (Critically En-
dangered) and Western Gariep Plains Desert. It is a highly 
disturbed, modified ecological system as a result of years of 
degradation due to diamond mining activities, flow regula-
tion of the river, and poor management of the mouth. 

Approximately 60% of the landscape is in a near-natural 
state, and 40% has been degraded or transformed by the cul-
tivation of lucerne, mining activities, wind erosion, roads and 
sewage ponds.  

BirdS
This IBA is considered to be a critical coastal wetland in 
southern Africa because of the overall numbers of wetland 
birds it supports and because of its role as a migration stop-
over. A total of 253 bird species has been listed (Anderson et 

al. 2003), of which 102 are waterbirds. When the IBA was as-
sessed, its pentads had been poorly atlased for SABAP2.

Globally significant numbers of Cape Cormorant Phalacro-
corax capensis, Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus and Hartlaub’s 
Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii, and nationally significant 
numbers of South African Shelduck Tadorna cana and Cape 
Shoveler Anas smithii are present. The IBA regularly supports 
Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus, Lesser Flamingo 
Phoeniconaias minor, Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus 
and White-breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus. Sub-
stantial numbers of Damara Tern Sterna balaenarum, Com-
mon Tern S. hirundo, Caspian Tern S. caspia, Pied Avocet 
Recurvirostra avosetta, Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius 
pallidus, Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis, Little Bit-
tern Ixobrychus minutus, African Spoonbill Platalea alba and 
Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa occur. 

In summer, large numbers of migrant Palearctic waders, in-
cluding Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea and Little Stint 
C. minuta, stop over. Near Pachtvlei, the terrestrial vegetation 
surrounding the wetland supports Cape Spurfowl Pternistis 
capensis, Tractrac Chat Cercomela tractrac, Barlow’s Lark Ca-
lendulauda barlowi and Cape Long-billed Lark Certhilauda 
curvirostris.

In 1985 waterbird numbers totalled 26 650 individuals, 
representing 57 species. By 2003, they had declined by c. 74% 

(Anderson et al. 2003). When the 2012 CWAC reported only 
2 316 waterbirds, the decrease was attributed mainly to the 
absence of Cape Cormorants and Common Terns. There is 
no evidence that the numbers of Damara Tern, Lesser Fla-
mingo, Chestnut-banded Plover and Caspian Tern have de-
clined. Despite the drop in the number of birds over time, 
the species richness of waterbirds has remained relatively 
constant. A total of 87 waterbird species have been recorded 
during CWACs. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Cape Cormorant (1 000; this 
and the following figures are from CWACs), Damara Tern, Afri-
can Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini, Lesser Flamingo  
(2 400), Chestnut-banded Plover (100) and Ludwig’s Bustard 
Neotis ludgwigii. Regionally threatened species are African 
Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus (two), Caspian Tern, Great 
White Pelican (100), Barlow’s Lark and Greater Flamingo. 
Restricted-range and biome-restricted species include Cape 
Long-billed Lark, Cape Spurfowl, Namaqua Warbler Phragma-
cia substriata, Pale-winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup 
and Tractrac Chat.  Congregatory species include Black-necked 
Grebe, South African Shelduck, Cape Shoveler, Pied Avocet, 
Kelp Gull (1 000), Hartlaub’s Gull and Common Tern. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This IBA is being placed under growing stress due to the in-
creased demand for water from the Orange River for human 

orange river mouth WetlandS
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 2 300 ha

Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
Dronfield Nature Reserve is situated on the central plateau of 
South Africa along the N12, 5 km north of Kimberley. The 
annual average rainfall in this semi-arid region is 400 mm.

The reserve falls within the Savanna Biome and is close 
to the western edge of the Grassland Biome. One vegetation 
type, Kimberley Thornveld, is present. This ecosystem is not 
threatened, but is listed as Least Threatened, poorly protected 
and 82.3% intact. The thornveld is partly open savanna, com-
prising camel thorn Vachellia (formerly Acacia) erioloba trees 
in tall, tufted grasses, and semi-open to closed mixed-acacia 
woodland. The flora is generally species rich, with forbs and 
annuals being seasonally dominant. There are four major 
habitats within this IBA – thornveld, grassland, pan slope and 
koppieveld – and eight habitat units within these. 

Most of the terrestrial habitat remains in a natural state, 
with less than 5% of the area transformed by the development 

of utility lines, homesteads, pump houses, cattle posts, farm 
dams, mining floors, dumps and quarries.

BirdS
At least 221 species have been recorded to date during  
SABAP2 in the six pentads incorporating Dronfield. About 
181 of these species have been confirmed in this IBA.

Dronfield supports large numbers of breeding White-
backed Vulture Gyps africanus. The Dronfield breeding colony 
comprises 41% of the breeding pairs in the Kimberley region. 
The numbers of this species and its breeding success have 
largely remained stable over the past 20 years. However, the 
past five years have shown a slight decline in breeding success, 
which was at its lowest in 2012. In contrast, the 2014 breeding 
season produced a record 68 chicks out of the 99 breeding at-
tempts, a 69% success rate that is significantly higher than the 
22-year average of 59% (Anthony 2014). 
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Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor occurs on the pan 
when it is seasonally inundated. European Roller Coracias 
garrulus is occasionally seen. 

Several acacia thornveld savanna species such as Kalahari 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Marico Flycatcher Brador-
nis mariquensis, Crimson-breasted Shrike Laniarius atrococ-
cineus, Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes squamifrons and 
Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus are present.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are White-backed Vulture (200–
300 birds, 99 breeding pairs; Anthony 2012), Lappet-faced 
Vulture Torgos tracheliotos (four birds; this and the following 
figures are from Anthony pers. comm.), Kori Bustard Ardeo-
tis kori, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius (two breed-
ing pairs), Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus (2–3 breeding 
pairs) and Lesser Flamingo. The only regionally threatened 
bird is Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax (two residents). Biome-
restricted species include Kalahari Scrub Robin, Sociable 
Weaver Philetairus socius, Stark’s Lark Spizocorys starki and 
White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
There are presently few significant threats to Dronfield as it 
is being well managed. One of the most important trigger 
species at this IBA is the White-backed Vulture. In order to 
conserve this species, it is necessary to protect its breeding 

colonies, such as the one at Dronfield. Six breeding colonies 
were located in the greater Kimberley area, with an estimated 
240 breeding pairs and 650 individual birds. As these birds 
forage over wide areas, farmer extension is important to ad-
dress threats such as food shortage, poisoning, and drown-
ing in farm reservoirs. The use of poisons in farming areas to 
combat mammalian predators still poses a threat to scaveng-
ing raptors, which are attracted to the baited carcasses and 
consume them. Hundreds of vultures can be killed in a single 
poisoning incident. 

The breeding success of White-backed Vultures at Dronfield 
has shown a slight decline and was at its lowest in 2012 (at only 
33%; Anthony 2012). There are a number of possible causes 
for the decline, which include lack of food; poisoned carcasses, 
causing the death of one or both adults; food with a low level 
of poison, which may only affect the chicks; egg-shell thinning 
due to pesticide contamination; and an increase in the num-
bers of potential predators. Pied Crow Corvus albus and vervet 
monkey Chlorocebus pygerythrus numbers have risen at Dron-
field. Pied Crows are possible predators of vulture eggs and 
chicks. They have been recorded killing a Verreaux’s Eagle- 
Owl Bubo lacteus fledgling and harassing vultures at carcasses, 
and anecdotal evidence suggests that they eat vulture eggs. 
Vervet monkeys eat birds’ eggs and chicks and potentially vul-
ture chicks. 

Collisions with transmission power lines and electrocutions 
on reticulation and distribution power lines pose an ongoing 
threat to vultures and other trigger species. Three separate 
power lines have been modified at Dronfield by DBCM and 
Eskom to reduce electrocutions. However, collisions are still 
reported with the earth wire (and possibly the conductors) of 
the transmission lines that traverse this property. 

It is predicted that climate change will cause habitat altera-
tion and shifts, with bush thickening already evident in the 
region. Strong winds and hailstorms can cause White-backed 
Vulture chick mortality due to the exposed position of nests 
on top of camel thorn trees.  

High levels of lead have been found in some White-backed 
Vulture blood samples, probably from ingesting bullet shrap-
nel in carcasses found in surrounding areas or provided at the 
vulture restaurant.  

Anglo American has recently bought DBCM and this 
change of ownership may lead to a change in land use or the 
sale of the property. 

Conservation action
Originally purchased by DBCM in 1888, Dronfield featured 
prominently in the South African War. Game was introduced 
75 years later and Dronfield was the first game farm in the 
Northern Cape to re-introduce white rhino Ceratotherium 
simum. In 1994, the land use of Dronfield changed to cattle 
farming, which continued for ten years. The farm was estab-
lished as a nature reserve in 2004, when many game species, 
including white rhino, sable antelope Hippotragus niger and 
roan antelope H. equinus, were introduced. Breeding popula-
tions of corridor disease-free African buffalo Syncerus caffer 
and tsessebe Damaliscus lunatus were also eventually estab-
lished. DBCM is currently practising up-to-date management 

at this IBA and has protocols regarding the breeding and dis-
tribution of savanna species to other conservation areas.

Research on the White-backed Vulture has been undertak-
en sporadically over four decades since the species was first 
recorded breeding on Dronfield in 1967. The colony has been 
monitored for the past 22 years and during this period 50 to 
99 breeding pairs have been recorded, using up to 350 nesting 
trees in this IBA. 

A vulture restaurant with a viewing hide was established in 
2006. Vulture species observations are recorded by visitors in 
a logbook in the hide. Cape, Lappet-faced and White-backed 
Vultures utilise the restaurant when carcasses are available. 
The number of Pied Crows that feed at the vulture restaurant 
increased initially, but then decreased when offal was no lon-
ger provided.

Action and awareness campaigns to reduce or prevent rap-
tor and vulture poisoning incidents have been developed by 
the Northern Cape Raptor Conservation Forum and have 
been implemented with some success. Simple solutions to 
prevent raptor drownings in farm reservoirs have also been 
developed and are being applied by some landowners.

This IBA is part of the Diamond Route, a set of ten sites 
across South Africa that conserve biodiversity and provide 
education and sustainability opportunities through the De 
Beers Group of Companies, E. Oppenheimer and Son and 
Ponahalo Investments. It is not formally protected. DBCM is 
willing to enter into a Biodiversity Stewardship agreement to 
secure this IBA as a formally protected area under NEM:PAA. 
However, Anglo American first has to make a decision on the 
future land use of this IBA.

Related webpage
http://www.diamondroute.com/explore-dronfield.htm 

Further reading
Anderson MD (1994a, 2000a, 2001, 2003, 2005); Anderson MD et al. 
(1995, 2004); Anderson MD et al. (1997); Anderson MD et al. (2007); An-
derson PC (2008); Anthony (2012, 2014); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Midgley et 
al. (2001); Mucina et al. (2006); Murn et al. (2002); Simmons et al. (2011).

Site deScription
Kamfers Dam is located 6 km north of Kimberley in the ecotone 
where three major biomes – Kalahari Savanna, Grassland and 
Nama Karoo – meet. The dam is natural in origin as it forms part 
of the central South African pan system known as the Highveld 
Salt Pans. It is an ephemeral (non-perennial), endorheic pan of 
c. 500 ha in extent, receiving water from its 160-km2 catchment, 
30–40 megalitres of partially treated sewage effluent from Kim-
berley per day and half of the town’s storm-water runoff. Over the 
past 15 years it has been transformed from an ephemeral pan to a 
permanent wetland due to an increase in sewage effluent inflow. 

The area around the pan is relatively flat, holding red- 
yellow, freely drained soils and areas of calcrete that cover 
the upper slopes and flats on the northern and north-western 
shore. Vegetation types present in addition to Highveld Salt 
Pan are Kimberley Thornveld and Vaalbos Rocky Shrubveld. 
The water’s edge on the pan’s southern shore is dominated by 
common reed Phragmites australis.

The partially treated sewage effluent has caused this aquatic 
ecosystem to become eutrophic and rich in phosphates and 

other minerals, resulting in the establishment of extensive 
reedbeds and sedges. The waterbody’s alkalinity has increased 
significantly. The sewage also promotes the growth of up to 
26 species of phytoplankton (algae) in the dam, of which the 
blue-green algae Arthrospira fusiformis and diatoms Cyclotella 
species are usually the most abundant. As a consequence, this 
IBA supports large numbers of waterbirds. In such dynamic 
aquatic ecosystems, waterbird species and numbers change 
with fluctuating water quality and water levels.

Most of the terrestrial habitats remain in a natural state, 
with some transformation due to two railway lines, roads, 
farm buildings and a farm dam, sewerage works, an ash dump 
and eroded areas. 

BirdS
This IBA provides a reliable refuge for waterbirds in a semi-
arid area where wetlands are scarce. Kamfers Dam regularly 
holds more than 20 000 birds. A special feature is the large 
numbers of Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and Less-
er Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor that are found throughout 

KamFerS dam 
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i, iii)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 1 170 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected
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the year. This IBA supports probably the largest permanent 
population of Lesser Flamingos in southern Africa. 

At least 63 waterbird species have been recorded at Kamfers 
Dam, and 243 species have been reported during SABAP2. 
The most abundant waterbirds in recent years are Lesser Fla-
mingo, Greater Flamingo and Grey-headed Gull Chroicoceph-
alus cirrocephalus. The highest number of waterbirds counted 
was 84 919 individuals in 2006. Of these, 81 664 were Lesser 
Flamingos (Groom et al. 2011, Anderson MD CWAC data).

African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus and Chestnut-banded  
Plover Charadrius pallidus occur at Kamfers Dam. The dam 
also occasionally holds large numbers of Black-necked Grebe 
Podiceps nigricollis and South African Shelduck Tadorna cana.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Lesser Flamingo (10  000– 
80 000 individuals; Groom et al. 2011, Anderson MD CWAC 
data) and Chestnut-banded Plover. Regionally threatened  
species are Greater Flamingo (1  200–4 800 individuals; 
Groom et al. 2011, Anderson MD CWAC data). Biome- 
restricted species are Burchell’s Sandgrouse Pterocles burchelli, 
Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena and Sociable Weav-
er Philetairus socius. Congregatory species are Black-necked 
Grebe, South African Shelduck and Egyptian Goose Alopo-
chen aegyptiaca.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The most significant threats to Kamfers Dam are poor water 
quality and flooding. Water levels reached devastating pro-
portions in 2010, causing millions of rands’ damage to two 
railway lines, the inundation of the flamingo breeding island 
and the loss of potential ecotourism income. The HWWTW 
regularly exceeds the water quality standards set by the DWA 
for the release of treated sewage. This was identified as a  
severe risk to the waterbody. Unacceptably high levels of ni-
trates and phosphates from untreated or poorly treated sew-
age effluent make the water eutrophic, resulting in toxic algal 
bloom events. The high concentrations of Escherichia coli and 
faecal coliforms in the water pose a significant health risk to 
potential water users. 

Since early 2011, flooded shorelines have reduced the forag-
ing area for waterbirds and waders that prefer to feed in shal-
lower water and the littoral area. Changes in the average algal 
composition in 2012 from the usually dominant, blue-green 
algae population to a green algae (Mesotaenium) population 
due to a decrease in water salinity (Roos 2012) resulted in a 
reduction in the Lesser Flamingo’s preferred food. The toxin-
producing cyanobacteria Microcystis species was recorded for 
the first time in February 2012. This has been implicated as 
the cause of mass die-offs of flamingos in Kenya and Tanzania.

Botulism is a sporadic threat. Outbreaks have occurred in 
the past and the most recent incident, in 2013, resulted in the 
death of hundreds of waterbirds. 

The expansion of urban development in Kimberley towards 
Kamfers Dam has become a recent threat, despite a conservan-
cy area mapped as a green zone in the SPM’s Spatial Develop-
ment Framework. There have been reports of people hunting 
and catching waterbirds on the southern side of the dam. Nearby 
power lines and the electrical transmission lines along the railway 
lines on the southern and eastern shores of the dam have resulted 
in collisions and mortalities of flamingos and other waterbirds. 

The surrounding camel thorn Vachellia (formerly Acacia) 
erioloba savanna is vulnerable to overgrazing by game and 
the encroachment of invasive plants such as mesquite Pro-
sopis glandulosa. At the dam edges the invasive sponge-fruit 
salt bush Atriplex inflata and the common reed are becoming 
dominant, reducing the foraging area for flamingos and wad-
ers that prefer open shoreline. The lack of a proper manage-
ment plan, in part the result of political apathy for the protec-
tion of this site, is cause for concern. 

Conservation action
The major part (95%) of the IBA is privately owned; a small 
portion of land, c. 5% in the south-western corner, belongs to 
the SPM. The pan’s catchment is used for game and livestock 
farming. The IBA was declared a Natural Heritage Site in 1995 
and a Ramsar application was made. The latter was unsuccessful 
due to the dam’s artificial water source and the lack of formal 
protection. The Flamingo Environmental Trust was formed in 
the 1990s to raise funds for the conservation of this IBA and to 
develop an environmental education facility. 

Basic management guidelines on a suitable water level for 
Kamfers Dam were provided in a specialist study for the SPM 

after concerns were raised by the DENC about the increasing 
quantity and poor quality of sewage effluent release into the 
dam. The Spatial Development Framework, as part of the In-
tegrated Development Plan for the SPM, recognised Kamfers 
Dam as a conservancy area worthy of conservation status for 
the first time in 2008. 

Conservationists suggested that successful breeding events at 
Kamfers Dam could help reverse the Lesser Flamingo’s nega-
tive population trend. In response, an S-shaped breeding island 
was built by Ekapa Mining in 2006. Kamfers Dam became the 
first breeding locality in South Africa, only the fourth breeding 
locality in Africa and the sixth in the world for this species. Be-
tween 2007 and 2011 an estimated 24 000 Lesser Flamingo and 
100 Greater Flamingo chicks hatched on the breeding island 
(Anderson MD, Anderson TA 2010). Towards the end of 2008 
a webcam, sponsored by Nedbank and Africam, was installed 
on the island and the flamingo breeding activities were viewed 
online around the world. This was a useful tool for research on 
breeding behaviour and raising awareness for a few years. Un-
fortunately, the conservation celebrations were short-lived; the 
breeding island started to flood in November 2009 and was to-
tally submerged by January 2011. 

The Save the Flamingo Association was formed in 2008 to 
address the threats resulting from the dysfunctional HWWTW 
and the proposed Northgate urban development close to the 
western edge of the dam. It also aimed to protect the flamingos 
and Kamfers Dam through lobbying, advocacy and fundraising. 
As a result of sustained pressure by the association over several 
years, the SPM has repaired and partly upgraded the HWWTW 
and the Northgate development was stopped. 

Bi-annual water quality analyses were commissioned from 2008 
to 2012 by the Save the Flamingo Association and since 2011 the 
SPM has contracted a water specialist to monitor water quality 
and try to achieve Green Drop water status. The pipeline to pump 
excess sewage effluent to another pan and then into the Vaal River 

was completed in December 2012. The SPM started using this 
pipeline in January 2014 and this is reducing the amount of sew-
age effluent that enters the dam and maintaining the water level at 
below the recommended maximum to prevent flooding.

In 2011, the Save the Flamingo Association proposed that 
Kamfers Dam be formally protected under the Biodiversity 
Stewardship programme, with a planned conservation ser-
vitude in the buffer zone to prevent future threats from ur-
ban development. The flooded island may be rebuilt if this 
is achieved. The landowners of the major portion of the IBA 
restrict human access to limit disturbance to the flamingos. 
This is not the case, however, on the southern side of the dam, 
where the land is owned by the municipality. This area needs 
to be secured properly to restrict access.

In 2012, the association negotiated with Transnet to replace 
broken and missing bird flappers and fit new bird flight di-
verters to the overhead electrical lines along the two railway 
lines on the edges of Kamfers Dam. Transnet sought specialist 
advice from EWT and has committed to monitoring the ef-
fectiveness of the newly fitted bird diverters. 

BirdLife South Africa provided plans to the SPM and the 
Northern Cape DEDaT in 2010 for the construction of a 
viewing platform and bird hide on the eastern shore of Kam-
fers Dam, which is easily accessible from the N12. This will be 
constructed once funding has been sourced. 

Related webpage
Save the Flamingo Association www.savetheflamingo.co.za

Further reading
Abrahams et al. (2001); Anderson (1994b, 1994c, 1998, 2000b, 2004b, 2007, 
2008, 2011); Anderson et al. (1994); Anderson et al. (2010, 2012); Ander-
son et al. (2011); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Childress et al. (eds). (2008); Groom 
et al. (2011); Koen (1993); Koplan (2008); Kwezi (2006); Martin GR et al. 
(2005); Roos (2011, 2012); Zimmermann et al. (2011). 
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Site deScription
Benfontein is situated 14 km south-east of Kimberley and 
consists of flat plains on the central South African plateau at 
an altitude of about 1 180 m a.s.l. A large calcrete pan (300 ha  
in size and c. 6 km long) in the north-west fills with water 
during good rains, creating a fertile shallow wetland. Special-
ised salt-tolerant plant communities surround the pan and 
two prominent drainage lines flow into it from the east. Away 
from the pan, the ground levels off and red Kalahari sand oc-
curs to the south-east. Underlain by calcareous tufa, the sand 
becomes deeper to the south. A few dolerite hills occur along 
the southern and south-western boundaries of the farm.

The vegetation is mostly semi-open savanna of the Savanna 
Biome, with the Nama Karoo Biome present around the pan. 
This IBA has a total of 12 habitat units within the three veg-
etation types: Highveld Salt Pans, Northern Upper Karoo and 
Kimberley Thornveld. The Highveld Salt Pans vegetation type 
is classified as Least Threatened (hardly protected and with 
96.5% remaining intact). The Kimberley Thornveld is also list-
ed as Least Threatened (poorly protected and 82.3% intact). 
In the Kimberley Thornveld, the vegetation is generally open 
camel thorn Vachellia (formerly Acacia) erioloba savanna in 
tall grass on deep red sands. The grass layer is complex and is 
dominated by love grasses Eragrostis species, silky awn grasses 
Stipagrostis species and stick grasses Aristida species. After 
good rains the flat country in the east becomes grassy, with 
red grass Themeda triandra, turpentine grass Cymbopogon 
plurinodis and love grasses dominating. Most of the terrestrial 
habitats remain in a natural state, with some transformation 

due to farm buildings, a farm dam, old dumps, a large borrow 
pit and eroded areas.

BirdS
This IBA supports small numbers of breeding White-backed 
Vulture Gyps africanus, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus 
and Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens. The farm also holds 
several biome-restricted assemblage species and congrega-
tory species, including Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor. 
Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Sickle-winged Chat Cerco-
mela sinuata and occasionally Burchell’s Sandgrouse Pterocles 
burchelli utilise the plains. The Kimberley Thornveld supports 
Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Sociable Weaver 
Philetairus socius, Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes squami-
frons, Violet-eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus and Rufous- 
eared Warbler Malcorus pectoralis.

At least 242 species have been recorded during SABAP2 in 
the five pentads covering this IBA, but at the time of its assess-
ment it had not been well atlased.  

More than 16 years of CWAC data have revealed that there 
are high levels of fluctuation in waterbird numbers and species 
seasonally and annually. This is due to the ephemeral nature 
of Benfontein Pan, which only holds water for several months 
during above-average rainfall years. More than 1  700 water-
birds are present during years of high rainfall, and 65 waterbird 
species have been recorded on the pan. Of these, 44 species are 
regularly present. Dominant species in terms of numbers and 
duration of presence are Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himan-
topus, Cape Shoveler Anas smithii and South African Shelduck 

BenFontein
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape/Free State  •  Size: 9 770 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Tadorna cana (Herrmann et al. 2004). Species groups that  
occur in limited numbers, or for short periods, include primar-
ily herons, grebes, flamingos, ibises and storks.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are White-backed Vulture, Blue 
Crane, Blue Korhaan, Lesser Flamingo, Secretarybird Sagit-
tarius serpentarius and Ludwig’s Bustard. Regionally threatened 
birds are Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax and Greater Flamingo Phoe-
nicopterus roseus. Biome-restricted birds are Sociable Weaver, 
Kalahari Scrub Robin, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala 
and Burchell’s Sandgrouse.  

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
There are presently few threats to this IBA as it is being well 
conserved. Climate change and predictions of bush thickening, 
with an increase in atmospheric CO2 levels, may be a signifi-
cant threat in the near future. The invasive mesquite Prosopis 
glandulosa, currently present in the north-eastern section and 
spreading along the N8 on the eastern boundary, could become 
a significant threat if not controlled.

In order to conserve the White-backed Vulture, it is nec-
essary to protect all its breeding colonies in this region. In 
2001, when the only comprehensive survey was undertaken, 
six breeding colonies were located in the greater Kimberley 
area, with an estimated 240 breeding pairs and 650 individual 
birds (Murn et al. 2002). As these birds forage over wide areas, 
farmer extension is important to address threats such as food 
shortage, poisoning and drowning in farm reservoirs. The use 
of poisons in farming areas to combat mammalian predators 
still poses a threat to scavenging raptors, which are attracted 
to and consume the baited carcasses. Hundreds of vultures 
can be killed in a single poisoning incident. 

Collisions with the power line transecting the eastern side of 
Benfontein are a threat to the White-backed Vultures and large 
terrestrial birds such as Blue Crane and Ludwig’s Bustard.  

Anglo American has recently bought DBCM and this 
change of ownership may lead to a change in land use or the 
sale of the property. 

Conservation action
DBCM has owned Benfontein since 1891. Portions of the 
farm were used for cattle farming, but the land use changed to 
purely game farming more than a decade ago. The farm was 
declared a Natural Heritage Site in 1986.

There has been significant investment by research groups 
in studies on aardwolf Proteles cristata, black-footed cat Felis 
nigripes and Sociable Weaver that are at the forefront of scien-
tific discovery. The study on the Sociable Weaver in particular 
has brought international attention to Benfontein. More than  
30 volunteer field assistants from around the world have worked 
on this species since 2000. Considerable baseline information 
on its breeding biology has been built up over 21 years of re-
search on the game farm, providing a firm base for rigorous 
studies that address cutting-edge questions about ecology and 
evolution. A number of these projects have also been directed 
at improving the conservation status of endangered species, 

such as the research conducted on the black-footed cat and the  
long-term monitoring of White-backed Vulture and Lappet-
faced Vulture populations.

CWACs were discontinued when Mark Anderson, orni-
thologist at Northern Cape DENC, left in 2008. Incidental 
records of waterbirds and raptors are reported occasionally by 
researchers working in Benfontein.

This IBA forms part of the Diamond Route, a set of ten sites 
across South Africa that conserve biodiversity and provide 
education and sustainability opportunities through the De 
Beers Group of Companies, E Oppenheimer and Son and Po-
nahalo Investments. It is currently being managed as a nature 
reserve. DBCM is willing to enter into a Biodiversity Steward-
ship agreement to secure this IBA as a formally protected area 
under NEM:PAA. 

Related webpage
www.photodestination.co.za/northern-cape-birding-benfontein-nature-
reserve.html

Further reading
Anderson (1992, 1995, 2000b, 2004a); Barnaby (2012); Barnes (ed.) (1998);  
Brown et al. (2003); Covas et al. (2002); Covas et al. (2004); Covas et al. 
(2011); Doutrelant et al. (2011); Earlé et al. (1997); Gimenez et al. (2006); 
Herrmann et al. (2004); Keswick (2012); Keswick et al. (in press); Murn 
et al. (2002); Paquet et al. (2013); Richardson (1987); Spottiswoode (2007, 
2008, 2009); Spottiswoode et al. (2004); Van Dijk et al. (2012); Van Dijk  
et al. (2013). 
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mattheuS-gat conServation area
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 67 970  ha  •  Protection: Unprotected Other significant threats are the potential expansion of 

mining, the further invasion of the alien mesquite Prosopis 
species along the dry riverbeds (which reduces habitat area 
and quality), and new power lines and transmission lines 
from solar energy facilities to substations. The lack of moni-
toring, formal protection and a management plan for this IBA 
is cause for concern.

Conservation action
Currently no part of the IBA is formally conserved, and there 
are no statutory protected areas in the Khai-Ma local munici-
pality. The IBA overlaps with parts of the National Protected 
Areas Expansion Strategy in this region. The Bushmanland 
Protected Area Development Zone, including this IBA, has 
been identified as a priority area for protection. No other con-
servation actions have been implemented.

There are medium-term plans to declare a large Protected 
Environment, namely the Bushmanland Conservation Area, 
which will include this IBA. African Parks has been working 
on plans to establish this area through land purchase, proac-
tive stewardship and biodiversity offsets since 2013. Future 
considerations for conservation action include linkages to the 
Haramoep and Black Mountain Mine (SA035) and Bitterputs 
Conservation Area (SA036) IBAs.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.). (1998); BGIS online (2014; accessed September 2014); Bird-
Life International (2014; accessed September 2014); BirdLife Internation-
al et al. (2014; accessed September 2014); DEA (2014; accessed 5 October 
2014); Dean (1989, 1993, 1995, 1997); Dean et al. (1989); Dean et al. 
(1991); Dean et al. (1994); Dean et al. (1997); Dean et al. (2004); Dean et 
al. (2009a); Du Plessis MA (1992); Githaiga-Mwicigi et al. (2002); Hole 
et al. (2009); Jenkins et al. (2011); Lloyd (1999); Midgley et al. (2001); 
Milton et al. (2000); Namakwa District (2008); Simmons et al. (2004). 

Site deScription
This IBA is situated 5 km east of Pofadder. The colourful, 
arid landscape consists of extensive sandy and gravel plains 
covered with sparse, perennial desert grassland. A red dune 
system runs through the centre of the IBA, orientated from 
north-west to south-east. Small quartzite hills and gneiss-
granitic inselbergs form islands of rocky habitat in a sea of 
red sand. The dry riverbeds support taller woody vegetation, 
including smelly shepherd’s tree Boscia foetida and Euclea 
species.

This IBA falls within the Bushmanland Bioregion. The Des-
ert Biome and Nama Karoo Biome are the two major biomes 
represented in it; a third is the Succulent Karoo Biome, at its 
north-easternmost extent. Five vegetation types – Eastern Gari-
ep Rocky Desert, Eastern Gariep Plains Desert, Bushmanland 
Arid Grassland, Bushmanland Sandy Grassland and Aggeneys 
Gravel Vygieveld – are represented, and the ecosystem status for 
most of the area is Least Threatened. 

It appears that the land use of most of this IBA is sheep and 
goat ranching. Fairly large sections are being overutilised and 
are currently degraded and even denuded in patches. Many 
dunes and valleys are dominated by black thorn Vachellia 
(formerly Acacia) mellifera subsp. detinens, Bushman grass 
Stipagrostis namaquensis and gha grass Centropodia glauca, 
and the vegetation cover is very low in these areas. Approxi-
mately 95% of the land is natural and utilised for ranching; 
less than 5% is transformed due to mining activities, settle-
ments, solar facilities, erosion, roads, power-line servitudes 
and an Eskom substation. 

BirdS
This IBA is one of a few sites protecting both the globally threat-
ened Red Lark Certhilauda burra, which inhabits the red sand 
dunes and sandy plains with a mixed grassy dwarf shrub cover, 
and the near-threatened Sclater’s Lark Spizocorys sclateri, which 
occurs erratically on gravel plains. The site potentially supports 
16 of the 23 Namib-Karoo biome-restricted assemblage species 
and a host of other arid-zone birds. It is seasonally important for 
nomadic larks, such as Stark’s Lark S. starki, and sparrow-larks, 
which are abundant after good rains.

The number of known species for this IBA is 142. At the time 
of its assessment, the IBA had been poorly atlased for SABAP2. 
Whereas 16 lark species were recorded during SABAP1, only 
seven have been recorded to date during SABAP2. It appears 
that the Red Lark population has declined in this IBA. 

Besides the trigger species, Martial Eagle Polemaetus belli-
cosus, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Verreauxs’ Eagle 
Aquila verreauxii, Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, Black-
chested Snake Eagle Circaetus pectoralis, Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo 
capensis and Spotted Eagle-Owl B. africanus are present. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Red Lark, Sclater’s Lark, 
Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori, Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwi-
gii and Black Harrier Circus maurus, and Karoo Korhaan 

Eupodotis vigorsii is regionally threatened. Biome-restricted 
species include Stark’s Lark, Karoo Long-billed Lark Certhilau-
da subcoronata, Black-eared Sparrow-lark Eremopterix aus-
tralis, Tractrac Chat Cercomela tractrac, Sickle-winged Chat  
C. sinuata, Karoo Chat C. schle gelii, Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia 
layardi, Karoo Eremomela Eremomela gregalis, Cinnamon-
breasted Warbler Euryptila subcinnamomea, Namaqua War-
bler Phragmacia substriata, Sociable Weaver Philetairus socius, 
Pale-winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup and Black-
headed Canary Serinus alario.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
There is a history of overstocking and the resultant degradation 
of habitat in this IBA. This is a result of many ranchers in the 
region making a living on properties that are economically un-
viable, and therefore the land has been overexploited. There has 
been a c. 75% loss of optimal habitat for the Red Lark over the 
past 100 years. The disappearance of this species from ranches 
where dune grassland has been replaced by ephemerals is prob-
ably linked to the reduction in grass awns for nesting, shelter 
and invertebrate and plant foods. In recent years, there has been 
a shift from cattle ranching on many farms in the region to sheep 
and goat ranching. However, overstocking and overgrazing is a 
continuing threat in large parts of this IBA. Some landowners 
in the region are managing their ranches for long-term sustain-
ability and their veld condition is fairly good.

Renewable energy developments are a new threat to the 
IBA. One solar energy facility already exists and another is 
being built over three phases on the eastern boundary. Lit-
tle is known about the impacts of solar farms on the IBA’s 
trigger species. Possible impacts on birds are loss of habitat, 
breeding disturbance during construction and collisions with 
power lines and the reflective solar panels. Concentrated solar 
plants with power towers may also result in solar flux injuries 
to birds. Large trigger species such as Ludwig’s Bustard and 
Kori Bustard, as well as Verreauxs’ Eagle and other raptors, 
are moderately susceptible to solar farm impacts. 

There is a serious threat from climate change. It is predicted 
that temperatures will increase and rainfall decrease sharply 
in arid areas such as Bushmanland. Locally resident endemic 
larks, in particular, are at risk. Increased CO2 can lead to the in-
crease of C3 plants (shrubs) at the expense of C4 plants (mainly 
grasses), causing a shift in vegetation diversity and structure and 
making habitat unsuitable for some bird species. It is expected 
that the restricted-range, habitat-specific Red Lark will not meet 
the challenge of global warming. 

Droughts are predicted to become more severe due to climate 
change, and birds will have to cope with more food variability, 
unsuitable habitats, different predators, parasites/diseases and 
competition. Large, mainly resident birds that have slow repro-
ductive rates and extended parental care and are dependent on 
rainfall are the species that are vulnerable to climate change. 
This includes territorial eagles, such as Verreauxs’ Eagle and 
Martial Eagle.     

haramoep and BlacK mountain mine
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 116 070  ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
Situated near Aggeneys, this IBA is characterised by an arid 
landscape of extensive sandy and gravel plains with sparse 
vegetation scattered between bare sand patches. Inselbergs 
form islands of rocky habitat in a sea of red sand. Large sand 
dunes fill the fossil course of the Koa River. The gravel plains 
are covered by sparse dwarf shrubs and short Bushman grass-
es and they hide dwarf succulents. The dry riverbeds support 
taller woody vegetation, including smelly shepherd’s tree Bos-
cia foetida. 

The IBA falls within the Bushmanland Bioregion and three 
biomes (Desert, Nama Karoo and Succulent Karoo) are repre-
sented. Seven vegetation types are present, of which one is En-
dangered. One Endangered and two Vulnerable habitat units 
within these are considered irreplaceable. 

Although much of the land area remains natural, large areas 
are overgrazed and degraded. Approximately 90% of the land is 
natural and utilised for ranching. The rest has been transformed 
by agriculture, mining activities, homesteads, settlements, ero-
sion, roads and power-line servitudes.  

BirdS
This IBA is one of only a few sites protecting the globally threat-
ened Red Lark Calendulauda burra, which inhabits the red sand 
dunes and sandy plains with a mixed grassy dwarf shrub cover; 

and the near-threatened Sclater’s Lark Spizocorys sclateri, on 
the barren stony plains. It also holds 16 of the 23 Namib-Karoo 
biome-restricted assemblage species, as well as a host of other 
arid-zone birds.

At the time of this IBA’s assessment, its 27 pentads had been 
poorly atlased for SABAP2. The total number of species record-
ed for the IBA is 198.

Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii and Kori Bustard Ardeo-
tis kori are regularly seen. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, 
Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila 
verreauxii, Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, Cape Eagle-Owl 
Bubo capensis and Spotted Eagle-Owl B. africanus are present. 
On occasion Hooded Vulture Necrosyrtes monachus can be 
spotted close to the Orange River. 

The IBA is seasonally important for nomadic larks, such as 
Stark’s Lark Spizocorys starki, and sparrow-larks, which are 
abundant after good rains. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Red Lark (450–1  980 birds; 
estimates by Tarboton and Jenkins pers. comm.), Sclater’s 
Lark, Martial Eagle, Kori Bustard, Ludwig’s Bustard and Sec-
retarybird. Regionally threatened species are Karoo Korhaan 
Eupodotis vigorsii and Verreauxs’ Eagle. Restricted-range and  
biome-restricted species are Stark’s Lark, Karoo Long-billed Lark 
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Certhilauda subcoronata, Black-eared Sparrow-lark Eremopterix 
australis, Tractrac Chat Cercomela tractrac, Sickle-winged Chat  
C. sinuata, Karoo Chat C. schlegelii, Layard’s Tit-Babbler Syl-
via layardi, Karoo Eremomela Eremomela gregalis, Namaqua 
Warbler Phragmacia substriata, Cinnamon-breasted Warbler 
Euryptila subcinnamomea, Sociable Weaver Philetairus socius, 
Pale-winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup and Black-
headed Canary Serinus alario.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Renewable energy developments are a new threat placing pres-
sure on this IBA. Four solar energy facilities and wind farms 
within and adjacent to it have been approved or are in the ap-
plication phase. Little is known about the impacts of solar farms 
on the IBA’s trigger species. Possible impacts on birds are loss 
of habitat, breeding disturbance during the construction of the 
solar plants and collisions with power lines and reflective solar 
panels. Concentrated solar plants with power towers may also 
result in solar flux injuries to birds. Wind farms can displace 
endemic larks. Large trigger species such as Ludwig’s Bustard, 
Martial Eagle and Verreauxs’ Eagle are highly susceptible to col-
lisions with wind turbines. 

There is a history of overstocking in this region and within 
the IBA, which has led to degradation of habitat. Many ranchers 
trying to make a living on properties that are economically unvi-
able have overexploited the vegetation. Trampling by cattle add-
ed to the reduction in vegetation cover and caused erosion and 
the shifting of dunes. Approximately 75% of optimal habitat for 
Red Lark has been lost over the past 100 years. The disappear-
ance of this species from ranches where dune grassland has been 
replaced by ephemerals is probably linked to the reduction in 
grass awns for nesting, shelter and invertebrate and plant foods. 

In recent years, there has been a shift from cattle ranching to 
raising sheep and goats on many farms in the region. However, 
overstocking and overgrazing continue to pose a threat in large 
parts of the IBA. 

There is a serious threat from climate change. It is predicted 
that temperatures will increase and rainfall decrease sharply in 
arid areas such as Bushmanland. Locally resident endemic larks, 
in particular, are at risk. Vegetation change will have marked 
effects on species such as the restricted-range, habitat-specific 
Red Lark. Increased CO2 can lead to the increase of C3 plants 
(shrubs) at the expense of C4 plants (mainly grasses), causing 

a shift in vegetation diversity and structure and making habitat 
unsuitable for some species. It is expected that Red Lark will not 
meet the challenge of climate change. 

Droughts are expected to become more severe as a result 
of climate change, and birds will have to cope with greater 
food variability, unsuitable habitats, different predators, para-
sites and diseases, and competition. Nomadic species, such as 
Stark’s Lark, may find it easier to cope, only having to decide 
where to go. But resident species, like Sclater’s Lark and Red 
Lark, are more likely to remain in their patch and use avail-
able resources as best they can. Large, mainly resident species 
that depend on rainfall are also at risk. They would include 
territorial eagles, such as Verreauxs’ Eagle and Martial Eagle. 
Certain behavioural traits of these birds, such as extended pa-
rental care and slow reproductive rates, are likely to increase 
their vulnerability to climate change.   

Other significant threats are the development of new mines 
in and adjacent to the IBA, the expansion of irrigation along 
the Orange River, the extensive invasion of mesquite (Prosopis 
species) along the Orange River banks and drainage lines, and 
new power lines and transmission lines from substations to 
renewable energy facilities. 

The lack of monitoring, formal protection and a management 
plan for this IBA is cause for concern.

Conservation action
Currently no part of the IBA is formally conserved. Recommen-
dations were made in 1992 that a bequest, under the adminis-
tration of WWF-SA, be used to purchase land in this region for 
formal protection. However, this opportunity was lost. 

Sections of this IBA are privately protected in the Black 
Mountain Mine Nature Reserve and on the farm Haramoep, 
covering approximately 23 000 ha of mine holdings around 
Aggeneys. All livestock was removed from these farms to re-
duce grazing impact and game species were introduced into 
the nature reserve. However, these fragmented conservation 
areas are not sufficient to maintain viable populations of many 
of the trigger species represented.

Black Mountain Mine, owned by Vedanta Resources, must 
establish a 30 000-ha biodiversity offset to compensate for the 
loss of biodiversity as a result of the mining of the neighbour-
ing Gamsberg inselberg. The area recommended for this off-
set includes a large part of this IBA and it must be formally 
protected under NEM:PAA. Future considerations for con-
servation action include extensions to this IBA and linkages 
to the Mattheus-Gat Conservation Area (SA034) and Bitter-
puts Conservation Area (SA036) IBAs. 

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); BGIS online (2014; accessed September 2014); 
BirdLife International (2014; accessed September 2014); BirdLife Inter-
national et al. (2014; accessed September 2014); Botha et al. (2013); DEA 
(2014; accessed October 2014); Dean (1989, 1993, 1995, 1997); Dean et al. 
(1989); Dean et al. (1991); Dean et al. (1994); Dean et al. (1997); Dean et 
al. (2004); Dean et al. (2009a); Du Plessis (1992); Githaiga-Mwicigi et al. 
(2002); Hole et al. (2009); Jenkins et al. (2011); Lloyd (1999); Midgley et 
al. (2001); Milton et al. (2000); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); Namakwa Dis-
trict (2008); Pretorius (2014); Simmons et al. (2004); Todd et al. (2009). 

BitterputS conServation area
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 68 580  ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
The Bitterputs Conservation Area is situated 65 km south-
west of Pofadder. This arid landscape consists of extensive 
sandy and gravel plains covered with sparse, perennial desert 
grassland. The coarse, pale red sandy soils and red dunes of 
the southern section of the Koa River valley system bisect the 
IBA. Extremely low rainfall, at 70–90 mm annually, results in 
the grass cover being only 30–40%. Gravel plains are covered 
with sparse dwarf shrubland and short Bushman grasses. A 
few large salt pans are a unique habitat type in this IBA. 

The conservation area falls within the Bushmanland Bio-
region and the Nama Karoo Biome. Three vegetation types are 
present: the Bushmanland Vloere (salt pans), Bushmanland 
Arid Grassland and Bushmanland Sandy Grassland. The eco-
system status for the entire area is Least Threatened.

Although much of the land area is still natural, some parts 
are probably overgrazed and degraded. It appears that most of 
the land in this IBA is used for sheep and goat ranching. There 
is some evidence of over-utilisation in the north-eastern sec-
tion, but the total extent is unknown. 

BirdS
This IBA is one of a few sites protecting both the globally 
threatened Red Lark Calendulauda burra, which inhabits the 
red sand dunes and sandy plains where there is mixed cover 
of grasses and dwarf shrubs, and the near-threatened Sclat-
er’s Lark Spizocorys sclateri. This site also holds 16 of the 23  
Namib-Karoo biome-restricted assemblage species and a host 
of other arid-zone birds.

At the time that this IBA was assessed, it had not yet been 
atlased for the SABAP2 project. A total of 47 species was re-
corded during SABAP1, including the Red Lark and three 
other lark species.

Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori 
and Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii are present in this IBA, 
and Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and Lanner Falcon 
Falco biarmicus have been recorded here. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Red Lark, Sclater’s Lark, Kori 
Bustard and Ludwig’s Bustard. Regionally threatened species 
include Karoo Korhaan. Restricted-range and biome-restricted 
species are Stark’s Lark Spizocorys starki, Karoo Long-billed Lark 
Certhilauda subcoronata, Black-eared Sparrow-lark Eremopterix 
australis, Tractrac Chat Cercomela tractrac, Sickle-winged Chat 
C. sinuata, Karoo Chat C. schlegelii, Karoo Eremomela Ere-
momela gregalis, Cinnamon-breasted Warbler Euryptila subcin-
namomea and Black-headed Canary Serinus alario.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The Bitterputs Conservation Area is one of three Bushmanland 
IBAs important for the conservation of endemic lark species. Like 
the nearby Haramoep and Black Mountain Mine (SA035) and 
Mattheus-Gat Conservation Area (SA034) IBAs, it has a history 

of overstocking and the resultant degradation of habitat. There 
has been a c. 75% loss of optimal habitat for Red Lark over the 
past 100 years. The disappearance of this species from ranches 
where dune grassland has been replaced by ephemerals is prob-
ably linked to the reduction in grass awns for nesting, shelter and 
invertebrate and plant foods. Black-eared Sparrow-lark, Grey-
backed Sparrow-lark Eremopterix verticalis, Pink-billed Lark Spi-
zocorys conirostris, Sclater’s Lark and Stark’s Lark use the awns of 
desert grasses Stipagrostis species as nest lining and can only start 
nesting when there is a supply of suitable awns. When the grasses 
flower and fruit, harvester termites increase their surface activity 
and they are an important food for lark nestlings.

In recent years, there has been a shift from cattle ranch-
ing on many farms in the region to sheep and goat ranching. 
However, overstocking and overgrazing is a continuing threat. 

There is a serious threat from climate change and it is predict-
ed that temperatures will increase and rainfall decrease sharply 
in arid areas such as Bushmanland. Locally resident endemic 
larks, in particular, are at risk. Increased CO2 can lead to the in-
crease of C3 plants (shrubs) at the expense of C4 plants (mainly 
grasses), causing a shift in vegetation diversity and structure and 
making the habitat unsuitable for some species. It is expected 
that Red Lark will not meet the challenge of global warming. 

Droughts are predicted to become more severe due to cli-
mate change, so birds will have to cope with greater variabil-
ity in their food, less suitable habitats and different predators, 
parasites and diseases, and competition. Nomadic species  
(such as Stark’s Lark) may find it easier and only have to decide 
where to go, but resident species (Sclater’s Lark, Red Lark) are 
more likely to remain in their patch and use the available re-
sources as best they can.  
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Other significant threats are prospecting for diamonds and 
possible diamond mining. The lack of monitoring, formal protec-
tion and a management plan for this IBA is cause for concern.

Conservation action
Currently no part of this IBA is formally conserved and no 
conservation actions have been implemented. Bitterputs falls 
within the Central Astronomy Advantage Area, which has 
restrictions on activities that can take place in it. This could 
result in some protection for the IBA. 

Future considerations for conservation action include 
linking Bitterputs to the Mattheus-Gat Conservation Area 
and Haramoep and Black Mountain Mine IBAs. There are  
medium-term plans to declare a large Protected Environ-
ment, namely the Bushmanland Conservation Area, which 

will include this IBA. Since 2013, African Parks has been 
working on plans to establish this area through land purchase, 
proactive stewardship and biodiversity offsets. 

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); BGIS online (2014; accessed September 2014); 
BirdLife International (2014; accessed September 2014); BirdLife Inter-
national et al. (2014; accessed September 2014); Dean (1989, 1993, 
1995, 1997); Dean et al. (1989);  Dean et al. (1991); Dean et al. (1994); 
Dean et al. (1997); Dean et al. (2004); Dean et al. (2009a); Githaiga-
Mwicigi et al. (2002); Hole et al. (2009); Jenkins et al. (2011); Lloyd 
(1999); Midgley et al. (2001); Milton et al. (2000); Mucina et al. (eds) 
(2006); Namakwa District (2008); RSA (2008); Simmons et al. (2004); 
Steyn et al. (1989); Todd et al. (2009); Watkeys (1986, 1987). 

Site deScription
The Platberg–Karoo Conservancy IBA covers the entire dis-
tricts of De Aar, Philipstown and Hanover, including subur-
ban towns. The landscape consists of extensive flat to gently 
undulating plains that are broken by dolerite hills and flat-
topped inselbergs. The ephemeral Brak River flows in an 
arc from south-east to north-west, eventually feeding into 
the Orange River basin. Other ephemeral rivers include the 
Hondeblaf, Seekoei, Elandsfontein and Ongers, with their 
network of tributaries. Vanderkloof Dam is on the north-
eastern boundary.

This IBA is in the Nama Karoo and Grassland Biomes. The 
eastern Nama Karoo has the highest rainfall of all the Nama 
Karoo vegetation types and is thus ecotonal to grassland, 
with a complex mix of grass- and shrub-dominated vegeta-
tion types. Eight broad vegetation types are present; seven are 
Least Threatened and the Upper Gariep Alluvial Vegetation 
type is classified as Vulnerable. 

The land is used primarily for grazing and agriculture. 
Commercial livestock farming is mostly extensive wool and 
mutton production, with some cattle and game farming. Less 
than 5% of this IBA is cultivated under dry-land or irrigated 
conditions, and includes lucerne and prickly pear Opuntia 
ficus-indica orchards. 

BirdS
This IBA contributes significantly to the conservation of large 
terrestrial birds and raptors. These include Blue Crane An-
thropoides paradiseus, Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Kori 
Bustard Ardeotis kori, Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens, 
Black Stork Ciconia nigra, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpen-
tarius, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Verreauxs’ Eagle 
Aquila verreauxii and Tawny Eagle A. rapax. 

A total of 289 bird species is known to occur here. At the 
time of the IBA’s assessment, its 214 pentads had been poorly 
atlased for SABAP2.

Blue Crane numbers appear to be stable (R Visagie pers. 
comm., Camina 2014). The population size of Ludwig’s Bus-
tard in the eastern Karoo appears to be slightly higher than 
the first estimates (Jenkins et al. 2011, Shaw 2013). There is 
some evidence for a decrease in the populations of Blue Kor-
haan and Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii.

In summer, close to 10% of the global population of Less-
er Kestrels Falco naumanni roost in this IBA. Amur Falcons 
Falco amurensis are also abundant and forage and roost with 
Lesser Kestrels. This IBA is seasonally important for White 
Stork Ciconia ciconia, and CARs indicate high numbers of 
this species during outbreaks of brown locusts Locustana par-
dalina and armoured ground crickets Acanthoplus discoidalis.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane (c. 1000; R Visagie 
pers. comm., Camina 2014), Ludwig’s Bustard, Kori Bustard, 
Secretarybird, Martial Eagle, Blue Korhaan, Black Harrier 
Circus maurus and Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami. Re-
gionally threatened species are Black Stork, Lanner Falcon 
Falco biarmicus, Tawny Eagle, Karoo Korhaan and Verreauxs’ 
Eagle (30; R Visagie pers. comm., Camina 2014).

Biome-restricted species include Karoo Lark Calendulauda 
albescens, Karoo Long-billed Lark Certhilauda subcoronata, 
Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii, Tractrac Chat C. tractrac, 
Sickle-winged Chat C. sinuata, Namaqua Warbler Phrag-
macia substriata, Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi, Pale-
winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup and Black-headed 
Canary Serinus alario. Congregatory species include Lesser 
Kestrel (13  200; R Visagie pers. comm., Camina 2014) and 
Amur Falcon. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Threats in the area include overgrazing, which results in a de-
pletion of palatable plant species, erosion, and encroachment  

platBerg–Karoo conServancy 
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i, ii)  •  Province: Northern Cape  •  Size: 1 246 330  ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

by Karoo shrubs. The result is loss of suitable habitat and a 
decrease in the availability of food for large terrestrial birds. 
Centre-pivot irrigated croplands using underground water 
are increasing and agriculture is intensifying.

Strychnine poison was used extensively in the past to control 
damage-causing predators, such as black-backed jackal Canis 
mesomelas and caracal Caracal caracal, and reduced scaveng-
ing raptor populations. The use of poison may be continuing, 
and the potential impacts on threatened raptor species has not 
been confirmed or quantified. Outbreaks of brown locust are 
controlled by means of spraying to prevent damage to crops, 
resulting in the poisoning of birds that eat the dead locusts. 
The impact that these pesticides are having on Blue Cranes and 
Lesser Kestrels is currently unknown. Many landowners still 
hunt black-backed jackals with dogs or hire predator-control 
groups, and bat-eared foxes Otocyon megalotis and aardwolves 
Proteles cristata are inadvertently killed. Road-kills of Lesser 
Kestrels are common during insect outbreaks. 

Renewable energy developments are a new threat. Thirteen 
wind and solar developments have been approved for devel-
opment within this IBA. All the large trigger species are highly 
susceptible to collisions with wind turbines, as are large flocks 
of Lesser Kestrels and Amur Falcons. All the trigger species 
are predicted to be moderately susceptible to the various im-
pacts of solar-energy facilities. 

Numerous existing and new power lines are significant threats 
to trigger species. Power lines kill substantial numbers of all 
large terrestrial bird species in the Karoo, including threatened 
species (Jenkins et al. 2011, Shaw 2013). The planned Eskom 
central corridor for future power-line developments includes 
the northern half of this IBA. There is currently no completely 
effective mitigation method to prevent collisions. 

Climate change scenarios for the region predict slightly 
higher summer rainfall by 2050, and increased rainfall vari-
ability. Droughts are expected to become more severe. Blue 
Crane’s diet depends largely on the timing and amount of 
rainfall, and climate change is predicted to have both posi-
tive and negative consequences for its populations. Increased 
summer rainfall could improve survival, and conversely 
drought years can lower long-term average survival. Large, 
mainly resident species dependent on rainfall are also more 
vulnerable to climate change. This would include the slow-
breeding Verreauxs’ Eagle, Tawny Eagle and Martial Eagle, 
which also exhibit extended parental care. Severe hailstorms 
kill hundreds of roosting Lesser Kestrels and Amur Falcons 
and could become more frequent. 

There is a potential threat of shale gas fracking in and 
around this IBA. Populations of bird species may be locally 
reduced through disturbance caused by lights, vibration,  
vehicles and dust during these operations, and may be af-
fected by pollutants in ponds containing contaminated water 
produced by returned fracking fluids (Dean 2011).

Conservation action
This IBA is not formally protected. The Platberg–Karoo Con-
servancy was established in July 1990. In collaboration with 
MD Anderson of DENC, various research and environmental 
awareness projects were initiated, including the Karoo Large 

Terrestrial Bird Survey, the Blue Crane Awareness Project 
and 11 years of colour-ringing Blue Crane chicks. The major 
threat of power-line collisions was initially investigated by the  
Eskom/EWT partnership and MD Anderson. This covered 
the impact of power lines on populations of large terrestri-
al bird species and evaluated the effectiveness of earth-wire 
marking devices. Further studies were subsequently complet-
ed (Jenkins et al. 2011, Shaw 2013).

The drowning of raptors in farm water reservoirs was re-
duced by fitting poles or ladders into the reservoirs to enable 
raptors to climb out. Hopefully this practice is being main-
tained and expanding. 

Ronelle Visagie has taken over from Francois Taljaard as 
the first co-ordinator of the Platberg–Karoo Raptor Project 
funded by EWT’s Birds of Prey Programme. Thanks to this 
project, awareness has been raised among landowners, and 
raptor breeding and threats to the birds are being monitored.  

It is likely that the chemicals used in locust-control opera-
tions had a major impact on the region’s populations of large 
terrestrial birds. There are landowners in this IBA who no 
longer report brown locust outbreaks and don’t allow locust 
control on their farms. 

Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/kgalagadi/

Further reading
Altwegg et al. (2009); Anderson (2000a); Anderson et al. (1999); 
Anderson et al. (2000); Barnes (ed.) (1998); BGIS online (2014; ac-
cessed September 2014); Camina (2014); DEA (2014; accessed October 
2014); Dean (2011); Dean et al. (2009a); Dean et al (eds.) (2009b); 
EWT (2012; accessed October 2014); Jenkins et al. (2010); Jenkins et 
al. (2011); McCann et al. (2001); Shaw (2013); Simmons et al. (2004); 
Taljaard et al. (1994); Visagie et al. (2006).
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1. Sandveld & Bloemhof Dam  
Nature Reserves

2. Alexpan
3. Ingula Nature Reserve
4. Willem Pretorius Game Reserve
5. Murphy’s Rust
6. Sterkfontein Dam Nature Reserve
7. Golden Gate Highlands  

National Park
8. Rooiberge–Riemland
9. Soetdoring Nature Reserve
10. Kalkfontein Dam Nature Reserve
11. Upper Orange River
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site description
These reserves lie on the border between Free State and North 
West provinces and surround the Bloemhof Dam, an impound-
ment on the Vaal River. The area is generally flat, with a few low 
koppies and ridges, and varies in altitude from 1 228 to 1 271 m 
a.s.l. It receives an average rainfall of c. 500 mm p.a., which falls 
mostly in summer (January–March). The annual average mini-
mum and maximum temperatures are 0 °C and 32 °C respectively.

Sandveld Nature Reserve protects a remnant patch of the east-
ern form of Kalahari Thornveld, which projects into the Grass-
land Biome. The thornveld in this region previously covered a 
much greater area. The central section of the reserve supports 
some excellent dense stands of Vachellia (formerly Acacia) erio
loba savanna, with V. karroo, V. heteronuera and Brachiaria nigro
pedata as co-dominants. The Bloemhof Dam Nature Reserve 
consists mainly of grassland, which borders the dam. 

Although the level of the Bloemhof Dam can fluctuate substan-
tially, there are times when it remains low for extended periods 
because the Vaal Dam upstream captures the major part of the 
catchment waters. In such conditions, pans form and the exposed 
dam basin is colonised by grasses and extensive stands of annu-
als. When the dam is full there is virtually no exposed shoreline. 

Birds
The dam regularly supports more than 5 000 waterbirds and on 
occasion more than 10 000 individuals. When the water level 
is low and islands and aquatic vegetation are exposed, the sys-
tem becomes highly productive and suitable for many waterbird  
species. Several mixed heronries are at times found around the 
dam, supporting various breeding egrets, herons and cormorants, 
and occasionally more than a thousand breeding pairs. The dam 
regularly holds important numbers of Greater Flamingo Phoe
nicopterus roseus and Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor, Cas-
pian Tern Sterna caspia, Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus, 
White-breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus, African Darter 
Anhinga rufa, Goliath Heron Ardea goliath, Western Cattle Egret 
Bubulcus ibis, African Spoonbill Platalea alba, Yellow-billed Stork 
Mycteria ibis, Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca, South Afri-
can Shelduck Tadorna cana, Yellow-billed Duck Anas undulata, 
Cape Shoveler A. smithii, Knob-billed Duck Sarkidiornis melano
tos, Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis, Red-knobbed 

Coot Fulica cristata, Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta and a few 
pairs of African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus.

The Kalahari Thornveld surrounding the dam supports sever-
al large raptors and terrestrial species, including White-backed 
Vulture Gyps africanus and Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori, as well 
as the occasional Cape Vulture G. coprotheres. The bushveld 
around the dam holds Red-crested Korhaan Lophotis ruficris
ta, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Pririt Batis Batis 
pririt, Barred Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus, Marico 
Flycatcher Bradornis mariquensis, Crimson-breasted Shrike 
Laniarius atrococcineus, Sociable Weaver Philetairus socius 
(breeding), Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes squamifrons, Violet- 
eared Waxbill Uraeginthus granatinus, Black-faced Waxbill Es
trilda erythronotos and Shaft-tailed Whydah Vidua regia. 

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Lesser Flamingo and Kori 
Bustard. Regionally threatened species are Pink-backed Peli-
can Pelecanus rufescens, Caspian Tern and Greater Flamingo.  
Restricted-range and biome-restricted species are Kalahari Scrub 
Robin, which is common; Barred Wren-Warbler and Sociable 
Weaver, which are fairly common; and White-bellied Sunbird 
Cinnyris talatala, which is uncommon. Congregatory water-
bird species are Great Crested Grebe, Little Grebe Tachybaptus 
ruficollis, African Darter, African Spoonbill, Cape Shoveler,  
Pied Avocet, Goliath Heron, Western Cattle Egret, Egyptian 
Goose, South African Shelduck and Red-knobbed Coot. 

conservation issues 
Threats
White-backed Vulture previously bred in the reserve, but is now 
an occasional visitor. The reason for the decline in its numbers 
is not clear, although some birds do still breed in thornveld on 
surrounding farmland. Certain invasive plants have caused mi-
nor problems in the reserves. Two prickly pear Opuntia species 
are controlled with herbicides, the introduced moth Cactoblastus 
cactorum and cochineal insects. Prosopis has also invaded. 

The water feeding into Bloemhof Dam may be contaminated 
with pollutants as it flows through the Sasol–Vereening industrial 
area. Cyanobacteria bloom in the dam at times. Angling is the 
main recreational activity in the IBA. It seems to be well con-
trolled and is kept to designated areas. However, discarded fishing 
line does pose a small threat to birds. 

Conservation action
The IBA consists of two provincial reserves surrounding Bloem-
hof Dam: Bloemhof Dam Nature Reserve, declared in 1975, and 
Sandveld Nature Reserve in 1980. The DWA manages the dam 
water level. Much of the land east of the IBA consists of farmland.

Further reading
Colahan (1992a, 1992b, 1993a, 1993b, 1994a, 1994b); Kopij et al. 
(1996); Nuttall 1993, 1995). 

sandveld AnD Bloemhof dam nature reserves
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4i)  •  Province: Free State/North West  •  Size: 53 570 ha

Protection: Partially Protected

alexpan
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 910 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

site description
This IBA consists of the farm Alexpan, which lies c. 20 km 
north-east of Harrismith and at an altitude of between 1 760 
and 1 840 m a.s.l. It falls within the Mesic Highveld Grassland 
bioregion of the Grassland Biome and specifically within the 
Eastern Free State Sandy Grassland vegetation type, which is 
under threat and listed as Endangered. It is poorly protected, 
with only 55.3% intact.

Most of the terrestrial habitat has been transformed and is 
now arable land and old fields with pasture grass. The natural 
wetlands are small ephemeral pans and there are also a few 
artificial wetlands (farm dams). In the north-western corner 
of the farm, near the district road, there is a shallow dam of  
c. 7.5 ha in extent, and six smaller ones (<2 ha) occur on 
various other drainage lines. Although small in size, Alex-
pan holds water more regularly and for longer than the other  
local pans do. It therefore provides wet habitat for crane species  
for a longer period. Extending the boundaries of this IBA, to 
include more trigger species and intact habitat, will be inves-
tigated in the coming years.

Birds
At least 101 bird species have been recorded for the Alex-
pan IBA. This is one of the few places where Wattled Crane 
Bugeranus carunculatus, Grey Crowned Crane Balearica  
regulorum and Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus occur to-
gether, although they are not present in large numbers. The 
globally threatened Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres and region-
ally threatened Abdim’s Stork Ciconia abdimii have occasion-
ally been recorded in the IBA. Yellow-breasted Pipit Anthus 
chloris, which is both globally and regionally vulnerable, has 
been recorded in the surrounding areas but not in Alexpan. 
The adjoining grasslands hold Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus 
calvus and are excellent habitat for Rudd’s Lark Heteromirafra 
ruddi and Botha’s Lark Spizocorys fringillaris. Near-endemic 
and endemic species occurring in this IBA are Jackal Buzzard 
Buteo rufofuscus, Grey-winged Francolin Scleroptila africana 
and Pied Starling Lamprotornis bicolor.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened birds are Blue Crane, Grey Crowned 
Crane, Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens, Southern Bald 
Ibis, Wattled Crane, Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa and Rudd’s 
Lark. 

conservation issues 
Threats
Alexpan lies in a region of commercial farmland where much 
of the natural grassland is used for grazing sheep and cattle 
and the remaining land is under cultivation. Fire is a signifi-
cant hazard in IBAs in the Highveld grasslands and is one of 
the most serious threats to this IBA. Fires are frequent, can 
occur annually (from mid-winter to October) and are poor-
ly managed in the region. When they burn at inappropriate 
times of the year, such as in early spring, they have a negative 
impact on breeding grassland birds.

The N3 road extension will pass the IBA within a few kilo-
metres of the farmhouse. The building of it may increase  
potential threats such as disturbance during construction and 
quarrying for material, as well as road-kills.

Coalbed methane extraction is proposed for the Memel and 
Vrede region, but does not extend to the Alexpan area at this 
stage. There is an existing Technical Cooperation Permit for 
the north-eastern section of the Free State, including Har-
rismith and this IBA, for petroleum (shale gas) exploration, 
which is likely to be by means of hydraulic fracturing (frack-
ing). There is, therefore, a potential threat of petroleum min-
ing/fracking over the medium term.

Hunting the chicks of the larger trigger species has a direct 
impact on populations and is a significant threat.

Conservation action
The IBA is unprotected and has no conservation-orientated 
management plan. Biodiversity monitoring is limited, although 
EWT is monitoring the sungazer lizard Smaug giganteus.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Colahan (1990); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); Nuttall 
(1995); Stoltz et al. (1973).
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site description
Previously known as the Bedford–Chatsworth IBA, the Ingula 
IBA lies c. 20 km east of Harrismith and originally consisted of 
a wetland located on the private farms Wilge Rivier, Chatsworth 
and Bedford. The wetland is in the form of a large oxbow with 
four sedge-dominated arms on the Wilge River. In 2014, the 
newly named IBA was expanded to include sections of the Little 
Drakensberg escarpment to the south and further to the south-
west towards Murphy’s Rust, so that more of the escarpment 
would be encompassed and the number of habitats increased. 

The Ingula IBA is c. 5 100 ha in extent and ranges between 
1  700 and 1  800 m a.s.l. on top of the escarpment. Most of 
it is bordered by grasslands used for cattle ranching. Falling 
within the Mesic Highveld Grassland bioregion of the Grass-
land Biome, the IBA contains two major vegetation types. The 
predominant type is Eastern Free State Sandy Grassland, listed 
as an Endangered ecosystem that is poorly protected and has 
only 55.3% of its total extent intact. The second is the Basotho 
Montane Shrubland, classified as Vulnerable with 67.9% of its 
extent remaining. On the NFEPA wetlands map, the natural 
wetlands are classified as Mesic Highveld Grassland Group 
1_Floodplain wetland and Mesic Highveld Grassland Group 
1_Unchannelled valley-bottom wetland. To the south and 
south-west of the IBA, on the Little Drakensberg escarpment, 
is the Vulnerable ecosystem known as Low Escarpment Mist-
belt Forest, which comprises Northern Afro-temperate Forest. 

Birds
Up to 280 bird species have been recorded at the site. The In-
gula IBA hosts four of South Africa’s Critically Endangered 
species: White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi, Wattled 
Crane Bugeranus carunculatus, Rudd’s Lark Heteromirafra 
ruddi and Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris. 

Taylor (1997) remarked that ‘iNgula’ was undoubtedly the 
best high-altitude palustrine wetland that he had seen in the 
country in terms of its undisturbed nature, the diversity of 
its habitats and its setting. He estimated that, with at least 50 
birds, it held the highest population of White-winged Flufftails 

in South Africa. These remarks were made before the dam on 
the upper part of the wetland was constructed in 2011. Davies 
(2014) agrees with Taylor that Ingula is an impressive high- 
altitude wetland (vlei), although he ranks Seekoeivlei, Frank-
lin and Ntsikeni higher in terms of national importance. 

Over the past ten years only two White-winged Flufftails have 
been flushed, both at the south-western end of the wetland. De-
spite the recent failure to locate this species, and the general pau-
city of sightings over the past decade, consensus remains that 
the Ingula site is one of importance for White-winged Flufftail. 
It is most similar to the Middelpunt wetland, which is consid-
ered to be the flufftail’s preferred habitat type in South Africa.

A breeding pair of Martial Eagles Polemaetus bellicosus was 
discovered in the Ingula Nature Reserve in 2014.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened birds are White-winged Flufftail (two 
birds recorded in the past ten years), Grey Crowned Crane 
Balearica regulorum, Wattled Crane (as many as six individu-
als and two breeding pairs), Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus 
calvus, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus (approximately 
200 individuals and one breeding pair), Rudd’s Lark, Yellow-
breasted Pipit Anthus chloris, Secretarybird Sagittarius ser
pentarius (three individuals and one breeding pair), Black 
Harrier Circus maurus, Martial Eagle (breeding), Denham’s 
Bustard Neotis denhami (as many as six individuals) and Cape 
Vulture Gyps coprotheres.

Regionally threatened birds are White-bellied Korhaan 
Eupodotis senegalensis, Black Stork Ciconia nigra, African 
Grass Owl Tyto capensis and African Marsh Harrier Circus 
ranivorus. Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata is the 
only biome-restricted species.

conservation issues 
Threats
Fire is a significant hazard in IBAs in the Highveld and mon-
tane grasslands of the eastern Free State and is one of the most 
serious threats to this IBA, even though the fire-breaks are 
well managed within the Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme. 
Fires are frequent, can occur annually (from mid-winter to 
October) and are poorly managed in the region. At inappro-
priate times of the year, such as early spring, they have a nega-
tive impact on breeding grassland birds. 

Coalbed methane extraction is proposed for the Memel and 
Vrede region, but does not extend to the Ingula area at this stage. 
There is an existing Technical Cooperation Permit for the north-
eastern section of the Free State, including Harrismith and this 
IBA, for petroleum (shale gas) exploration, which is likely to 
be by means of hydraulic fracturing (fracking). There is, there-
fore, a potential threat of petroleum mining/fracking over the 
medium term. However, the Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme, 
which is owned by Eskom, and the declaration of the entire area 
it occupies (about 12 000 ha and including the IBA) as a nature 
reserve may result in this IBA being excluded from exploration 
and/or mining.

ingula nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 10 030 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Willem pretorius game reserve
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C4i, ii)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 12 730 ha

Protection: Fully Protected

site description
With an area of well over 12 000 ha, Willem Pretorius Game 
Reserve is divided into terrestrial (9 443 ha) and aquatic  
(2 648 ha) habitats. The average annual rainfall is 575 mm 
and the temperatures range from -0.4 °C minimum to 30.6 °C  
maximum. The area consists of flat plains (1 360–1 506 m 
a.s.l.) occasionally interrupted by low koppies and hills that 
stretch away from the riverbanks.

The reserve falls on the boundary between mixed and sweet 
grassland. The Allemanskraal Dam and Sand River bisect 
it into northern and southern terrestrial units, which differ  

significantly in habitat diversity. The northern section may be 
described as predominantly broken savanna thornveld on hills 
and koppies. It consists of densely vegetated hills and ravines 
interspersed with gently sloping areas of grassland and cop-
pices of acacia trees, providing considerable habitat diversity. 
By comparison, the habitats in the southern unit are relatively 
homogenous, consisting primarily of undulating open grass-
land that supports large populations of plains game species,  
most of which have been re-introduced. 

Birds
More than 250 bird species have been recorded in the reserve, 
of which about 200 are common and/or regularly seen. Martial 
Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus 
roseus, Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor and Caspian 
Tern Sterna caspia were listed in the original IBA directory 
(Barnes 1998) as threatened species that did not meet the IBA 
threshold to qualify as trigger species. As such, they are not 
listed below as IBA trigger species. Nonetheless, both Martial 
Eagle and Caspian Tern have been recorded for the reserve 
during SABAP2 and Martial Eagle is resident but no longer 
breeding in it. 

The arid grasslands surrounding the dam support African 
Grass Owl Tyto capensis, while large numbers of Black-winged 
Pratincole Glareola nordmanni occur on the dam shore. 

In 1998, the dam regularly supported more than 5 000 wa-
terfowl (Barnes 1998). Although CWACs have been shifted to 

Historically, most of the IBA was lightly grazed by cattle so 
it was in moderate to good condition when described in 1998 
(Barnes 1998). However, wildfires were uncontrolled at that 
stage and the area was burned too frequently. Currently, very 
little grazing takes place in the IBA, and apparently none in 
the wetland (Davies 2014). 

Conservation action
The Ingula IBA will soon be declared a formally protected 
nature reserve under NEM:PAA, with Eskom the manage-
ment authority. The application has been approved and the 
proclamation will probably go through in 2015. Once this is 
completed, the whole IBA will be formally protected. The area 
also fulfils the criteria for proclamation as a Ramsar site.

Eskom has a formal management plan for the proposed 
nature reserve and has already embarked on conservation 
activities. Research has been undertaken on grassland man-
agement regimes. Since 2003, Eskom has been conserving 
the wetlands after years of overgrazing in some areas and the 
inappropriate burning of the grasslands. Wildfires are also 
better controlled.  

During the construction of the Ingula Pumped Storage 
Scheme, a team of full-time professional environmentalists 

monitored all the activities on site, making sure that legal re-
quirements were met. Monitoring continues to ensure that the 
project is operated in terms of governmental authorisation. 

In 2003 the Ingula Partnership was established between Es-
kom, BirdLife South Africa and the Middelpunt Wetland Trust. 
Its primary purposes are to ensure the integration of environ-
mental factors into the planning and implementation phases 
of the Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme; to effectively monitor 
and manage environmental impacts relevant to the partnership 
at the site before, during and after construction; and to initiate 
and monitor appropriate environmental projects.

An artificial Southern Bald Ibis roosting ledge has been 
built to replace the roosting site that will be flooded by the 
dam in 2015. 

Related webpage
www.birdlife.org.za/conservation/terrestrialbirdconservation/the
ingulapartnership 

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Davies (2014); Ingula Eskom website; Mucina et 
al. (eds) (2006); NFEPA wetlands map (2011); Petroleum and shale gas 
exploration maps; Snyman (2009); Taylor (1997a, 1997b). 

swinburne

van reenen

Free State

KwaZulu-Natal
➣

N

0          2.5          5                         10 km

White-winged flufftail

inGula nature 
reserve iba

➣

N

Free State

Willem Pretorius 
Game reserve iba

0             5          10                         20 km

senekal

Winburg

Allemanskraal Dam
N1

N5

http://www.birdlife.org.za/conservation/terrestrial-bird-conservation/the-ingula-partnership
http://www.birdlife.org.za/conservation/terrestrial-bird-conservation/the-ingula-partnership


100  IBA DIRECTORY 2015   fREE sTATE  101

a bit later in the season, the same high numbers, especially for 
gamebirds (geese), are no longer being observed. This may be 
an accumulated result of poisoning and wing-shooting in the 
surrounding farmlands where geese feed. The illegal harvest-
ing (nest-raiding) of chicks, and possibly also eggs, from the 
heronry for use as live bait for catching barbel probably adds 
to this decline in waterbird numbers.

Globally threatened Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa, Mar-
tial Eagle, Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens, Melodius 
Lark Mirafra cheniana and European Roller Coracias gar
rulus; regionally threatened Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, 
Lesser Kestrel F. naumanni, Yellow-billed Stork Mycteria ibis 
and Caspian Tern; and biome-restricted Sickle-winged Chat 
Cercomela sinuata, Kalahari Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, 
White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and Willow Warbler 
Phylloscopus trochilus have been recorded during SABAP2. 
The addition of these species to the IBA trigger list will de-
pend on the availability of additional data and expert opinion 
to determine whether they meet IBA threshold criteria.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened birds are Secretarybird Sagittarius serpen
tarius (at least one pair is resident and breeding) and Black-
winged Pratincole (c. 2 000–3 000). Congregatory birds are 
Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca, Western Cattle Egret 
Bubulcus ibis, Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis, 
South African Shelduck Tadorna cana, Cape Shoveler Anas 
smithii and African Spoonbill Platalea alba.

conservation issues 
Threats
Willem Pretorius Game Reserve is surrounded by commercial 
farmland, which is used mainly for sheep and cattle grazing. 
Here, as is the case for all nature reserves in the Free State, one 
of the biggest threats to its biodiversity is the ‘island effect’, 
which occurs when severe land degradation and transforma-
tion outside the reserve leaves little natural veld remaining 
and few corridors between habitats. The size of this reserve is 
not large enough for it to meet conservation targets for these 
vegetation types.

The water flowing into the Allemanskraal Dam has a high silt 
load and is polluted, to a degree, by various agrochemicals. Poi-
son (usually Temmick) is thrown out by farmers in surrounding 
areas, such as newly planted wheat fields, for Egyptian Goose, 
Spur-winged Goose, Helmeted Guineafowl Numida meleagris 
and other ‘pest’ species. Poisoned birds that return and die in-
side the reserve may then cause secondary poisoning and mor-
tality for predators and scavengers that eat the carcasses. The 
secondary poisoning of African Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer has 
been reported. Since the poisoning is hard to trace and prove, it 
is also hard to prosecute perpetrators.

The large heronry on the island depends on both indige-
nous and invasive trees and bushes. However, if the invasive 
red river gums Eucalyptus camaldulensis, in which the birds 
breed, are cleared and the birds stay on and make use of only 
the indigenous trees and bushes, these may be killed by the 
‘avian excreta’. The heronry is also under threat from nest-
raiding, as the chicks of heron, egret, cormorant and other 
species are stolen for use as live bait to catch barbel.

Power-boating and jet-skiing are allowed on the dam and 
result in noise disturbance, especially near the island and the 
main shoreline.

Conservation action
The IBA is fully protected as part of the Willem Pretorius 
Game Reserve, which was established and proclaimed in 
1970. A five-year Integrated Management Plan for the reserve 
was developed by the Free State DETEA in 2011. Implemen-
tation of the plan is considered to be effective and financial 
resources are generally adequate at present. However, the hu-
man resource structure and capacity are insufficient to meet 
management requirements.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Bourquin (1973); Colahan (1992a, 1992b, 1993a, 
1993b, 1994a, 1994b); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); Roberts (1963); 
WPGRMP (2011). 

murphy’s rust
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 650 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

site description
The Murphy’s Rust IBA is located c. 20 km east of Harrismith 
and is approximately 665 ha in size. Lying in the Grassland Biome 
at an altitude of 1 640 m a.s.l., it is surrounded by agro-industry 
farming such as croplands, old and fallow agricultural fields that 
are no longer arable, and some cattle ranching. An important wet-
land is located in rolling high-altitude grassland on the property. 
It is dominated at its upper and lower ends by beds of Phragmites, 
but its middle section comprises excellent habitat, having been 
hardly damaged or penetrated by cattle. This section can flood to 
a depth of 30–50 cm, with vegetation averaging 1–1.5 m in height. 
At the upper end of the wetland, the Phragmites is bordered by 
sedges and grasses on shallowly flooded ground.

This IBA was originally created to protect White-winged 
Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi, as the species was recorded in the 
wetland. The area was not considered a priority for conserva-
tion before this discovery because the extent of natural habitat 
for other species is limited. Barnes (1998) reported that much 
of the IBA was overgrazed at that time and sections of the 
wetland were trampled by cattle.  

Birds
At least 94 bird species have been recorded for Murphy’s Rust 
IBA, two-thirds of which have been regularly reported. Cape 
Vulture Gyps coprotheres, Jackal Buzzard Buteo rufofuscus, 
Pied Starling Lamprotornis bicolor, Drakensberg Prinia Prinia 
hypoxantha and Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus have been re-
corded in the IBA. 

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened birds are White-winged Flufftail, Grey 
Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum, Southern Bald Ibis Ge
ronticus calvus and Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus.

conservation issues 
Threats
The Murphy’s Rust IBA lies in a region of commercial farmland, 
with a large proportion of the natural grassland being used for 

grazing sheep and cattle and much of the surrounding area be-
ing cultivated. The greatest threats to the site are overgrazing 
and burning. Fire is a significant hazard in IBAs in high-altitude 
and montane grasslands and is one of the most serious threats to 
this IBA. Fires are frequent, can occur annually and are poorly 
managed in the region. The area is apparently much more heav-
ily grazed in years of normal rainfall. 

Conservation action
The farm is privately owned and receives no official protec-
tion. Until the discovery of the Critically Endangered White-
winged Flufftail, the site was not rated as being significant by 
local conservationists because it is heavily grazed. Working 
for Wetlands was rehabilitating the wetland area, but this 
work seems to have ended. The lack of a management plan 
is cause for concern. Overgrazing should be investigated and 
ways should be sought to limit or manage the grazing in or-
der to improve the wetland habitats and to avoid disturbance 
and trampling during the summer breeding season. Murphy’s 
Rust should be regarded as a very important wetland, espe-
cially in view of it being a site for White-winged Flufftail. Ad-
ditionally, it supports locally rare vegetation and habitat types. 
Every effort should be made to lessen the grazing pressure in 
the IBA; to investigate its birds in greater detail; and to involve 
its owners in conservation-related management. It deserves a 
high rating on a regional, national and global scale.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Davies (2014); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); NFEPA 
wetlands map (2011); Petroleum and shale gas exploration maps; 
Tarboton (1997a, 1997b); Taylor (1997). 
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site description
The northern boundary of this reserve lies 13 km south-west 
of Harrismith. In the south, the IBA was expanded in 2014 to 
include the whole escarpment down to Oliviershoek and thus 
link with the Maloti Drakensberg Park IBA (SA064), which is 
already formally protected with management plans. The ex-
pansion incorporates a Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres breed-
ing colony and an additional vegetation type in the form of 
a section of Northern KwaZulu-Natal Moist Grassland (with 
wooded kloofs). 

At an altitude of between 1 700 and 2 328 m a.s.l., this 
IBA falls within the Grassland Biome and consists of roll-
ing sour grassland surrounding the State-owned Sterkfon-
tein Dam, which receives most of its water from the Tugela 
River. There are five grassland vegetation types: Eastern Free 
State Sandy Grassland (listed as an Endangered ecosystem, 
it is poorly protected with only 55.3% of its total extent in-
tact); Northern Drakensberg Highland Grassland (classified 
as Least Threatened, with more than 90% of its total extent 
remaining); Lesotho Highland Basalt Grassland (classified as 
Least Threatened, with more than 90% of its total extent re-
maining); Low Escarpment Moist Grassland (with 94.2% of 
its total extent remaining); and the recently added Northern 
KwaZulu-Natal Moist Grassland (with wooded kloofs), which 
is listed as Vulnerable and has 73.7% of its total extent remain-
ing. The wetlands in this IBA are classified as Mesic High-
veld Grassland Group 1_Channelled valley-bottom wetland,  

Mesic Highveld Grassland Group 1_Seep and the Nuwe- 
jaarspruit River (NFEPA maps, SANBI). 

The western portion of the reserve includes part of the 
northern end of the ‘Little Drakensberg’ section of the escarp-
ment, where cave sandstone cliffs are dissected by streams to 
form valleys and gorges. There is some fynbos scrub on the 
higher rocky plateau, with bare shallow soil patches and rock 
sheets near the escarpment. Protea, Erica and Helichrysum 
shrubs form a high-altitude heath, stands of Leucosidea seri
cea occur on some of the slopes, and small patches of Afro- 
temperate forest are found in a few gorges. There are also 
patches of invasive alien acacias at the bases of cliffs and in 
the gorges and valleys.

Birds
The IBA hosts at least 237 bird species. Although the dam in this 
IBA is sizeable, the notable birds are terrestrial species rather 
than waterbirds. The CWACs have been discontinued mainly 
because there were usually only a few hundred waterbirds. 

This area supports breeding Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus 
calvus and a colony of breeding Cape Vultures; both species 
are the most frequently encountered threatened bird species 
in the reserve. The area potentially also supports the highly 
threatened grassland specialist Rudd’s Lark Heteromirafra 
ruddi. Other threatened species recorded in the IBA that 
are easily overlooked, and possibly more common, are Half- 
collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and Short-tailed Pipit 

Anthus brachyurus. The area is important for eight species of 
cisticolas, which frequent the small grassy vleis in higher-
lying areas. Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus has also been 
recorded. The small patches of Afro-temperate forest support 
Forest Canary Crithagra scotops and Bush Blackcap Lioptilus 
nigricapillus.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened birds are Cape Vulture, Southern Bald Ibis, 
Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum, Rudd’s Lark, Bearded 
Vulture Gypaetus barbatus, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, 
Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens, Melodious Lark Mirafra 
cheniana, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Bush Blackcap, 
Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and Yellow-breasted 
Pipit Anthus chloris. Regionally threatened birds are Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra, African Grass Owl Tyto capensis, Short-tailed 
Pipit and Half-collared Kingfisher. Restricted-range and biome- 
restricted species are Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifas
ciata, Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi, Forest Canary and 
Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa.

conservation issues 
Threats
There is an existing Technical Cooperation Permit for the 
eastern section of the Free State, including this IBA, for petro-
leum (shale gas) exploration, which is likely to be by means of 
hydraulic fracturing (fracking). There is, therefore, a potential 
threat of petroleum mining/fracking over the medium term 
in or around the IBA. However, the reserve’s formal protec-
tion status may exclude such activities within this IBA. 

Other threats include a sectional title resort development 
that will comprise a golf course, hotel, casino and sports train-
ing centre. This will be built near the existing resort. 

Annual fires can be a problem if not adequately controlled. 
Late season fires, if too hot, destroy Protea trees. It is therefore 
important that fires are well managed. 

Conservation action
Although the approximately 19 000-ha Sterkfontein Dam Na-
ture Reserve is under the sole jurisdiction of the DETEA, its 
human resource structure and capacity are insufficient to meet 
management requirements. The new section of the IBA south 
of the nature reserve is unprotected. The vulture restaurant in 
the IBA has been provisioned for some years now, but supplying 
carcasses has recently become a problem because of three lion 
farms that have been established around Harrismith.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Christian (2013); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); NFEPA 
wetlands map (2011); Petroleum and shale gas exploration maps.

sterkfontein dam nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Free State/KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 34 670 ha

Protection: Partially Protected

site description
Following the amalgamation of the Golden Gate Highlands 
and Qwaqwa national parks, the name of this IBA has been 
updated to Golden Gate Highlands National Park IBA. The 
park lies in the Rooiberg mountain range in the north-eastern 
Free State, along the border with Lesotho. Between the low-
est point in the Little Caledon River valley (1 700 m a.s.l.), 
and the highest peak, Ribbokkop (2 840 m a.s.l.) there is an 
altitude difference of 1 140 m. The eastern sector of this IBA 
is characterised by deep valleys with dense vegetation, where 
the only major feature is Qwaqwa Mountain in an isolated 
range near the south-eastern border of the IBA.

The park receives an average rainfall of 762 mm p.a. and 
considerable snow and frost at higher altitudes in winter. The 
annual average minimum and maximum temperatures are  
4 °C and 22 °C respectively, although frost and snow at high 
altitude usually result in temperatures well below freezing  
in winter.

There are several small patches of yellowwood Podocarpus  
latifolius-dominated Northern Afro-temperate Forest in the 
IBA, with much larger areas of shrubland dominated by Leuco
sidea, Buddleia and Cliffortia species. There are well-developed 
forest patches (not simply precursors) in gullies on the eastern 
side of Qwaqwa Mountain (partly outside the national park), at 
Mont Pierre and in Wonderhoek. In general, these patches are 
difficult to access and poorly birded. 

The Protea woodland patches comprise mostly Protea caf
fra, with some areas dominated by P. roupelliae and occasional  
P. subvestita trees. Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi de-
pends on P. roupelliae; both species appear to be declining in 
the IBA.

Birds
Based on SABAP2 data, 220 bird species have been recorded 
in the IBA. This species count is likely to increase, as some 
species that are common in the area are under-represented 

golden gate highlands national park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 32 720 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected
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because little atlasing has been done in the northern part of 
the park. Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres and Bearded Vul-
ture Gypaetus barbatus are the most frequently encountered 
threatened bird species in the IBA. The provision of vulture 
feeding stations in the park and elsewhere in the neighbour-
ing area has increased the numbers and persistence of these 
species in the region. 

Other threatened species that are said to be uncommon in 
the park but are easily overlooked and possibly more com-
mon are: Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata, Short-
tailed Pipit Anthus brachyurus, Black-rumped Buttonquail 
Turnix nanus and Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis. Short-
tailed Pipit has recently been studied in this IBA and it was 
stated that the birds are likely to be frequently overlooked 
during atlasing. Grassland passerines are particularly abun-
dant, with seven pipit, nine cisticola and four lark species. 
During SABAP2 five owl species have been recorded: Spotted 
Eagle-Owl Bubo africanus, Cape Eagle-Owl B. capensis, Ver-
reaux’s Eagle-Owl B. lacteus, Barn Owl Tyto alba and, surpris-
ingly, African Wood Owl Strix woodfordii. It is likely that both 
Marsh Owl Asio capensis and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis 
are also present.

Two Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus breeding colo-
nies occur within the IBA, including the well-known site at 
Ca thedral Cave. The ibises are regularly seen foraging in the 
grasslands alongside Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, 
Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum, White-bellied 
Kor haan Eupodotis senegalensis and Blue Korhaan E. caerule
scens. The short, cropped, high-altitude grasslands also hold 
Yellow-breasted Pipit Anthus chloris. Martial Eagle Polemae
tus bellicosus no longer breeds here but is a regular visitor.

The rocky scarps, cliffs and crags hold breeding Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra, Jackal Buzzard Buteo rufofuscus and Peregrine 
Falcon Falco peregrinus, while the high-altitude rocky out-
crops support Drakensberg Rockjumper Chaetops aurantius, 
African Rock Pipit Anthus crenatus and Ground Woodpecker 
Geocolaptes olivaceus. The intervening grassy slopes are home 
to Black-rumped Buttonquail, Drakensberg Siskin Crithagra 
symonsi, Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata, Senti-
nel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator, Mountain Pipit Anthus 
hoeschi, Cape Grassbird Sphenoeacus afer and, on protea-
covered slopes, Gurney’s Sugarbird. Bush Blackcap Lioptilus 

nigricapillus and Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira scita occur in 
wooded gullies. Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni turns up as a 
regular summer visitor and Black Harrier Circus maurus as a 
regular winter visitor to the IBA.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis (c. 1.25% 
of the global population), Cape Vulture, Bearded Vulture, Blue 
Crane, Grey Crowned Crane, Secretarybird Sagittarius ser
pentarius, Black Harrier, Blue Korhaan, Martial Eagle, Yellow-
breasted Pipit and Bush Blackcap. Regionally threatened species 
are Striped Flufftail, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Short-
tailed Pipit, Black-rumped Buttonquail and White-bellied  
Korhaan. Restricted-range and biome-restricted species are 
Buff-streaked Chat, Drakensberg Rockjumper, Mountain 
Pipit, Gurney’s Sugar bird and Drakensberg Siskin.

conservation issues 
Threats
The area of the park may change with the resolution of a land 
claim over part of the former Qwaqwa National Park. When 
farms were acquired for the park in 1984, no arrangements 
were made for the farm workers who lived on them. Some of 
these families remained and raised stock in the park through-
out its existence. The management of Qwaqwa National Park 
was ineffective, particularly in the decade before transfer, with 
the result that many additional people moved into the sanc-
tuary with their stock and made claims to the area. A lack of 
access control meant that there were also increases in wild-
life poaching and vandalism to buildings. The land claim is 
currently being adjudicated and is likely to be resolved partly 
through a land swap.

The Glen Reenen rest camp has a poplar tree Populus alba 
invasion. Cotoneaster Cotoneaster species and berbera Ber
beris glaucocarpa are starting to invade Leucosidea shrubland.

Conservation action
The IBA is fully protected. In 2004, Minister of Environmen-
tal Affairs and Tourism Valli Moosa announced that Qwaqwa 
National Park would be incorporated into the adjoining 
Golden Gate Highlands National Park. The transfer was fi-
nally gazetted in November 2008. The entire area (32 608 ha) 
is now under the sole jurisdiction of SANParks and goes by 
the name of Golden Gate Highlands National Park. 

As an extended public works project in 2010–11, several 
hundred kilometres of game fencing was put up around the 
enlarged Golden Gate Highlands National Park and 12 old 
farmhouses are being renovated for use by the park. Work-
ing on Fire assists with fire-breaks and fighting fires, while 
Working for Wetlands is active in wetland rehabilitation and 
restoring streams in the IBA.

Related webpage
www.sanparks.org/parks/golden_gate/ 

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Christian (2013); De Swardt et al. (1996); Mucina 
et al. (eds) (2006); Petroleum and shale gas exploration maps.

rooiBerge–riemland
Status: Global (A1, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 448 700 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

site description
This IBA was previously known as Fouriesburg–Bethlehem–
Clarens, but its name was changed to Rooiberge–Riemland in 
2014. Its boundaries were also changed: the northern section 
was removed as it is severely degraded, and the area of pans 
(some perennial) above the road crossing at the R57 (head-
ing north towards Kestell) was added. This section is in better 
condition and is frequented by crane species. Langberg was 
also included on the eastern side. This is an important site for 
breeding eagles and has areas covered in ouhout Leucosidea 

sericea scrub. Adding these areas to the IBA will help to con-
serve more Eastern Temperate Freshwater Wetlands habitat as 
well as the Wilge River floodplain. 

Most of the IBA is private farmland and has been further 
transformed since 1998, leaving in a natural state only some 
patches of grassland, rocky outcrops, and sandstone cliffs deep-
ly incised by rivers. The site is surrounded by agro-industry  
activities to the north, east and west; these include croplands, 
fallow agricultural fields that are no longer arable, and some 
cattle ranching. To the south it borders Lesotho.

The area receives an average rainfall of c. 600 mm p.a., and 
considerable snow and frost at higher altitudes in winter. The 
annual average minimum and maximum temperatures are  
6 °C and 26 °C respectively, although frost and snow usually 
reduce the temperature to well below freezing. 

This IBA falls within the Grassland Biome (Mesic High-
veld Grassland). Its original extent comprised mostly two 
vegetation types: Eastern Free State Clay Grassland and East-
ern Free State Sandy Grassland, which are now mostly trans-
formed by agro-industry. Only 44.5% of the total extent of 
the Eastern Free State Clay Grassland remains; it is poorly 
protected and classified as an Endangered ecosystem. Two 
other grassland vegetation types are present: Lesotho High-
land Basalt Grassland (91.8% of its total extent remaining) 
and Northern Drakensberg Highland Grassland (remain-
ing extent is 93.6%). The fifth vegetation type in this IBA is  
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Basotho Montane Shrubland, of which 67.9% of its total ex-
tent remains and it is classified as Vulnerable. Tiny patches 
of Northern Free State Shrubland are present, and the wet-
lands (pans) are classified as Eastern Temperate Freshwater 
Wetlands which are Vulnerable, and a threatened ecosystem.

A wide variety of attractive flowering plants occur, includ-
ing Kniphofia triangularis, Zantedeschia oculata, Eucomis bi
color and Agapanthus, Bulbine, Gladiolus and Hypoxis species. 
Among the succulents that may be found are Aloe ecklonis and 
Crassula and Euphorbia species.

Woody communities encroach in the deeper valleys and 
krantzes. Dominant species in the thickets are Cliffortia lin
earifolia, Leucosidea sericea, Buddleia salvifolia and Cusso
nia paniculata, as well as members of the Searsia (formerly 
Rhus), Diospyros and Protasparagus genera. On the flatter, 
deeper soils of the mountain slopes and plateau Protea caf
fra woodland dominates. As a large proportion of the area is 
used for farming, several areas hold exotic plants such as Aca
cia mearnsii and Pinus and Populus species along rivers and 
around homesteads.

Birds
The bird species recorded for the Rooiberge–Riemland IBA 
total at least 304. It is an important site for Verreauxs’ Eagle 
Aquila verreauxii and a refuge for Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo 
capensis in the Free State (in the Fouriesburg and Ficksburg 
areas). The site supports several Southern Bald Ibis Geron
ticus calvus breeding colonies. The ibises are regularly seen 
foraging alongside Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, Grey 
Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum and Blue Korhaan Eupo
dotis caerulescens in the grasslands. Cape Vulture Gyps copro
theres, Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus and Martial Eagle 
Polemaetus bellicosus are now only occasional visitors and no 
longer breed here.

The rocky scarps, cliffs and outcrops hold breeding Black 
Stork Ciconia nigra, Verreauxs’ Eagle, Jackal Buzzard Buteo rufo
fuscus, Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus and Cape Eagle-Owl. 
The grassy slopes are home to Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides 
bifasciata, Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator and Cape 
Grassbird Sphenoeacus afer. Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira scita  

occurs in wooded gullies. Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni arrives 
as a regular summer visitor and Black Harrier Circus maurus as 
a regular winter visitor.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Secretary-
bird Sagittarius serpentarius, Cape Vulture, Blue Crane, Blue 
Korhaan, Martial Eagle, Grey Crowned Crane and Black Har-
rier. Regionally threatened species are Lanner Falcon Falco 
biarmicus and Black Stork. Biome-restricted species include 
Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus barratti and Buff-streaked Chat. 
Amur Falcon Falco amurensis is a congregatory species.

conservation issues 
Threats
There is an existing Technical Cooperation Permit for the north-
eastern section of the Free State, including this IBA, for petro-
leum exploration (shale gas) which is likely to be by means of 
hydraulic fracturing. There is therefore a potential threat of pe-
troleum mining/fracking over the medium term in parts of the 
IBA. Tourism activities and urban expansion are becoming sig-
nificant threats to the remaining natural habitat left in this IBA.

Conservation action
Very little of the area is formally protected, and no formal 
management plan exists for the IBA as a whole. The Free State 
DETEA is trying to create management plans at the municipal 
level for municipal reserves within this IBA. Protected areas 
include the local municipal conservation areas of Wolhuters-
kop, Vaalbank (SANDF site), Loch Athlone (Bethlehem mu-
nicipality) and Clarens Nature Reserve. Some private nature 
reserves exist and two conservancies are active. Some private 
landowners near Fouriesburg have shown an interest in de-
claring their land Protected Environments.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Earlé et al. (1988); Hutsebaut et al. (1992); Kopij 
(1995); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); Pocock et al. (1967); NFEPA (2011); 
Roberts (1969); Stoltz et al. (1973). 

soetdoring nature reserve
Status: Sub-regional (C1, C4i, ii)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 7 900 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Birds
Soetdoring Nature Reserve is the premier birding spot in the 
Free State, where more than 290 bird species have been re-
corded. The dam regularly supports more than 5 000 water-
birds at any one time, and occasionally up to 20 000 birds of 
many different species are recorded. During the 2013 CWAC, 
44 waterbird species and more than 12 433 birds were listed. 
The species with the highest counts (highest to lowest) were 
Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata, Ruff Philomachus pugnax, 
Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca, White-winged Tern  
Chlidonias leucopterus, Yellow-billed Duck Anas undulata, 
Reed Cormorant Phalacrocorax africanus, South African Shel-
duck Tadorna cana, Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himanto
pus, Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea and White-breasted 
Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus. Other species seen are 
Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and Goliath Heron 
Ardea goliath. Caspian Tern Sterna caspia and Secretarybird 
Sagittarius serpentarius are the most frequently encountered 
threatened species in this IBA. Species composition changes 
markedly depending on the water levels. 

Large, widespread species that are found in the reserve in 
small numbers include Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus 
and Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori. Blue Korhaan Eupodotis cae
rulescens and Sickle-winged Chat Cercomela sinuata occur in 
the surrounding grassland and karroid scrub vegetation, and 
Namaqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata is found in the aca-
cia scrub and in reedbeds near water.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis 
ludwigii, Blue Korhaan, Melodious Lark Mirafra cheniana, 
Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus, Grey Crowned 

Crane Balearica regulorum, Secretarybird, Martial Eagle, 
Black-winged Pratincole Glareola nordmanni and Kori Bus-
tard. Regionally threatened species are Caspian Tern and 
Greater Flamingo. Biome-restricted species include Kalahari 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia paena, Sickle-winged Chat and Na-
maqua Warbler. Congregatory waterbirds include Egyptian 
Goose, South African Shelduck, Red-knobbed Coot, Great 
Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus, Little Grebe Tachybaptus 
ruficollis, African Darter Anhinga rufa, Western Cattle Egret 
Bubulcus ibis, White-winged Tern, Yellow-billed Duck and 
Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis.

conservation issues 
Threats
Historically the area was grazed by livestock and has recov-
ered well since it was proclaimed a reserve in 1978. Poison 
sprays (Queleatox) used to control Red-billed Quelea Quelea 
quelea in the past killed non-target bird species as well. Toxins 
still linger in the ecosystem. The blasting of roost and breed-
ing sites as a means of control was later used and is still the 
preferred method. 

Currently the most significant threats are algal blooms in 
the dam due to water quality deterioration resulting from 
the inflow of urban waste water and sewage effluent, and oc-
casional outbreaks of botulism. Fishing equipment, such as 
lines, discarded by anglers is also of concern.

Solar and possibly wind energy facilities may be a potential 
threat on neighbouring land.

Conservation action
The IBA is a provincial nature reserve surrounding a State 
dam. It falls under the jurisdiction of the Free State DETEA; 
the dam water and its use are managed by DWA. The sur-
face of the dam and the DWA angling areas around its lower 
reaches are controlled by the reserve’s manager. The release 
of water from the dam is controlled by DWA and is mostly 
carried out without consulting the reserve manager. Certain 
species of aquatic birds suffer accordingly.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Colahan (1992a, 1992b, 1993a, 1993b, 1994a, 
1994b); De Swart (2000).

site description
Soetdoring Nature Reserve is essentially an island in a sea of 
agricultural lands. This IBA includes Krugersdrif Dam (en-
compassed by the reserve), which is surrounded by degraded 
karroid grassland on black soils and acacia thornveld in ripar-
ian areas. It also includes a large stretch of the Modder River 
with riparian habitat, thornveld and grassland. 

The average rainfall is 560 mm p.a. and temperatures 
range from a minimum of 0 °C to a maximum of 30 °C. The 
reserve is situated on the great South African plateau and 
consists of a flat undulating plain lying between 1 246 and 

1 290 m a.s.l. that is covered by a karroid/grassland mosaic. 
In patches, the uniform, largely flat landscape is broken by 
koppies and ridges, where hillside bush is one of the primary 
vegetation types. The grassland is dominated by Themeda 
triandra, the karroid veld by Felicia muricata and the hillside 
bush by Searsia (formerly Rhus) ciliata and Olea europaea 
africana. Vachellia (formerly Acacia) karroo dominates the 
riverine fringes, the margin of the dam and patches of short 
‘false Karoo’ scrub on hard clay soils. There are also fairly 
extensive stands of reedbeds along parts of the dam’s shore 
and along the Modder River.
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site description
Kalkfontein Dam is situated 20 km south-east of Koffiefontein 
in the south-western Free State. Lying at 1 100–1 400 m a.s.l., 
most of the area is flat to gently rolling, with isolated dolerite 
hills rising from the flat plains. Watercourses are all but ab-
sent, replaced by pans or depressions that hold water for lim-
ited periods. Kalkfontein Dam is a permanent impoundment 
in an unpredictable rainfall environment. In the 19th century 
the surrounding vegetation was predominantly grassland (red 
grass Themeda triandra). Overgrazing, trampling and selec-
tive grazing by sheep and cattle have resulted in the virtual 
disappearance of the original perennial grass cover, which has 
been replaced by karroid vegetation. The habitat is in moder-
ate to poor condition.

Birds
About 170 bird species have been recorded in the IBA. This 
wetland supports large numbers of migratory and locally resi-
dent waterbirds; the highest number of waterbirds recorded 
during CWACs (2013) was 13 556, representing 40 species. 
CWAC data show that there is significant variation in bird 
numbers and numbers of species seasonally and annually, as 
the dam’s level fluctuates due to water being released for ir-
rigation and seasonally.

Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor, Caspian Tern Sterna 
caspia and Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens are the most 
frequently encountered threatened species in this IBA. Species  
not previously listed, namely Secretarybird Sagittarius serpen
tarius, Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii and Yellow-billed Stork 
Mycteria ibis, have been reported in the reserve. The biome- 
restricted Sickle-winged Chat Cercomela sinuata has also 
been recorded. 

The site regularly supports Goliath Heron Ardea goliath and 
Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis. The arid grass-
lands surrounding the dam hold Melodious Lark Mirafra che
niana and Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Lesser Flamingo and Black-
winged Pratincole Glareola nordmanni. Regionally threatened 
species are Caspian Tern and Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus  

roseus. Caspian Tern has been recorded breeding on islands 
in the dam. Congregatory waterbirds include Great Crested 
Grebe Podiceps cristatus, African Spoonbill Platalea alba, 
South African Shelduck Tadorna cana, Red-knobbed Coot 
Fulica cristata, Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis, Egyptian 
Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca, Cape Shoveler Anas smithii and 
White-winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus.

conservation issues 
Threats
There is an existing Technical Cooperation Permit for sections 
of the Free State, including this IBA, for petroleum explora-
tion (shale gas), which is likely to be by means of hydraulic 
fracturing. There is therefore a potential threat of petroleum 
mining/fracking over the medium term around the IBA, but 
its formal protection status may exclude such activities within 
it. Another threat, which needs to be quantified, is posed by 
power lines. 

Conservation action
The Kalkfontein Dam Nature Reserve IBA is under the ju-
risdiction of the Free State DETEA. The IBA consists mostly 
of the dam (artificial wetland–impoundment) which is used 
mainly for irrigation purposes downstream and water sup-
ply to Koffiefontein and a local diamond mine. A water us-
ers’ association manages the water use of the dam. A recently 
installed pipeline supplies water to the towns of Fouriesburg 
and Jagersfontein. 

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Barnes et al. (1998); Christian (2013); Mucina et 
al. (eds) (2006); NFEPA (2011). 

kalkfontein dam nature reserve
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C4i, ii)  •  Province: Free State  •  Size: 5 240 ha

Protection: Fully Protected

upper orange river
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i, ii)  •  Province: Free State/eastern Cape  •  Size: 80 570 ha

 Protection: Fully Protected

site description
The Upper Orange River IBA (formerly known as Gariep 
Oviston Tussen-Die-Riviere IBA) consists of a set of reserves 
that surround the Gariep Dam on the Orange (Gariep) River. 
The Gariep Dam Nature Reserve covers most of the dam and 
the northern section; the Tussen-Die-Riviere Nature Reserve 
lies in the east wedged between the Caledon and Orange riv-
ers; and Oviston Nature Reserve is in the centre. The smaller 
ephemeral rivers running to the dam are the Bossiesspruit, 
Brakspruit, Broekspruit, Oudagspruit, Palmietspruit and 
Slykspruit.

The landscape is generally flat plains that are interrupted by 
low hills and river valleys. The terrain between the Orange and 
Caledon rivers comprises rocky ridges and ravines interspersed 
with areas of open plains. The highest peak, Heuningkop  
(1 520 m a.s.l.), is on the eastern boundary. Approximately 95% 
of the landscape in this IBA is in a natural state and 5% has been 
degraded or transformed. The town of Bethulie is on the IBA’s 
northern boundary and there is a large resort at the Gariep 
Dam wall.

The IBA falls within the Nama Karoo and Grassland Bi-
omes. The landscape can be divided into five major vegetation 

types: Upper Gariep Alluvial Vegetation along the Orange 
River (Vulnerable), Xhariep Karroid Grassland, Eastern Up-
per Karoo, Besemkaree Koppies Shrubland and Highveld Salt 
Pans. The ecosystem status of the last four vegetation types is 
Least Threatened.

Birds
The dam regularly supports impressive assemblages of water-
birds, including significant numbers of Egyptian Goose Alo
pochen aegyptiaca, South African Shelduck Tadorna cana 
and Yellow-billed Duck Anas undulata. Caspian Tern Sterna 
caspia also frequents the dam and breeds on one of the is-
lands. Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus is present in 
low numbers. The water level of the dam fluctuates as water 
is released for electricity generation and irrigation and this is 
likely to lead to fluctuations in waterbird and wader numbers.

A few hundred Blue Cranes Anthropoides paradiseus roost 
on an island in the dam and feed in the karroid vegetation 
around it. Other typical karroid species that are frequently 
seen in the reserves surrounding the dam are Ludwig’s Bus-
tard Neotis ludwigii, Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii, Sickle-
winged Chat C. sinuata, Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi, 
Namaqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata and Black-headed 
Canary Serinus alario. In areas where grasses dominate the 
Karoo vegetation both Blue Korhaan Eupodotis caerulescens 
and Karoo Korhaan E. vigorsii are common. 

At the time this IBA was assessed, its 32 pentads had been 
poorly atlased. The total number of species recorded during 
both SABAP1 and SABAP2 is 274, and 234 species have been 
recorded so far during SABAP2.

CWACs at the Gariep Dam have been irregular, with the 
last count completed in summer 2011 (B Colahan CWAC 
data). The total number of waterbirds occasionally rises to 
more than 10 000, but is usually fewer than 10 000. The 2011 
counts recorded Egyptian Goose, South African Shelduck and 
Yellow-billed Duck as most abundant. 

A nesting pair of Secretarybirds Sagittarius serpentarius was 
recorded in October 2014 in the Gariep Dam Nature Reserve. 
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Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus and Tawny Eagle Aquila 
rapax have been reported breeding in this IBA, but not breed-
ing in 2014. Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii is frequently 
seen. Kori Bustard Ardeotis kori, Grey Crowned Crane Balear
ica regulorum, Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus and Amur 
Falcon Falco amurensis have been recorded during SABAP2.

iBa trigger species
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane (100–300; B Cola-
han CWAC data), Blue Korhaan, Melodious Lark Mirafra che
niana Ludwig’s Bustard and Secretarybird (breeding). Region-
ally threatened species are breeding Caspian Tern (450 birds;  
B Colahan CWAC data), Karoo Kor haan, Greater Flamingo 
and Verreauxs’ Eagle. Karoo Chat, Sickle-winged Chat, Layard’s 
Tit-Babbler, Namaqua Warbler, Black-headed Canary and Pale-
winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup are biome-restricted 
species. Congregatory species include Egyptian Goose, Yellow-
billed Duck and South African Shelduck. 

conservation issues 
Threats
One of the most important threats is the water fluctuation of 
the Gariep Dam. The Gariep and Vanderkloof dams are regu-
lated for hydropower generation and to satisfy downstream 
demands for irrigation. Escalating demand for water from the 
Orange River for human consumption and industrial and ag-
ricultural purposes is placing increasing stress on the Orange 
River system. The functioning of the Orange River and the 
Gariep Dam will be altered significantly with the full imple-
mentation of the Lesotho Highlands Water Scheme. There is a 
possible threat of sedimentation in the eastern section of the 
dam, as regulated flow from the Caledon River and Lesotho 
prevents flooding and there is severe soil erosion in the Leso-
tho highlands. 

Predictions on climate change for South Africa state that 
temperatures will increase and rainfall decrease sharply in 

arid areas. In the central regions of South Africa, climate 
change scenarios predict that by 2050 summer rainfall will 
be slightly higher, and it may also become more variable. 
Droughts are predicted to become more severe due to climate 
change, and responses to drought may be species specific. At 
this stage species-specific responses are difficult to predict 
and research in this field is in its infancy. Bush thickening 
and/or encroachment is expected to increase with increased 
atmospheric carbon levels. 

Renewable energy developments are a new threat in the re-
gion. At this stage no solar or wind energy facilities have been 
approved or proposed for development within this IBA. How-
ever, three renewable energy facilities have been approved for 
development nearby. Possible impacts of solar energy facili-
ties on the IBA trigger species are collisions with power lines 
and reflective solar panels, and breeding disturbance during 
construction. Some of the trigger species in this IBA, such as 
Ludwig’s Bustard, Blue Crane, Blue Korhaan, Martial Eagle, 
Tawny Eagle and Greater Flamingo, are predicted to be highly 
susceptible to wind energy facilities and moderately suscep-
tible to solar energy installations.

Other important threats within this IBA include collisions 
of Blue Crane, Blue Korhaan and owls with power lines.

Applications have been made for shale gas exploration, 
which is likely to be by means of hydraulic fracturing (frack-
ing). There is therefore a potential threat of fracking over the 
medium term around the IBA, but its formal protection status 
may exclude such activities within it.

Conservation action
This IBA is formally protected. The Oviston Nature Reserve, 
Tussen-Die-Riviere Nature Reserve and Gariep Nature Re-
serve were proclaimed in 1968, 1972 and 1979 respectively. 
They were initially managed as separate units. Recently it was 
proposed that these three conservation areas be managed to-
gether as a single conservation area using a joint management 
plan. The Free State DETEA manages the entire IBA area. The 
DWA controls the flow of water into and out of the dam. This 
seldom caters for the needs of the dam’s waterbirds. 

The area was previously farmland, as is evidenced by the 
patches of soil erosion and intensive grazing pressure. The 
vegetation has been steadily recovering since the livestock 
have been removed. The land surrounding the IBA is used for 
sheep grazing.

Regular bi-annual CWACs were undertaken to monitor 
waterbird numbers, but were discontinued in 2011. 

The Free State DETEA has purchased a farm (Katfontein) 
next to Tussen-Die Riviere Nature Reserve, which is 2 350 ha  
in extent. There are expansion plans for a neighbouring stew-
ardship area that will include Bethulie and a section west-
wards. This will increase the conservation area by 120 000 ha.

Further reading
Barnes (ed.) (1998); BGIS online (2014; accessed September 2014); 
CSIR (2014; accessed October 2014); Department of Environmental 
Affairs (2011); Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (2009); 
Midgley et al. (2001); Mucina et al. (eds) (2006); Simmons et al. (2004). 
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1. Ndumo Game Reserve
2. Phongolo Nature Reserve
3. Ithala Game Reserve
4. Chelmsford Nature Reserve
5. Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park
6. Lake Eteza Nature Reserve
7. Spioenkop Nature Reserve
8. Umlalazi Nature Reserve
9. Maloti Drakensberg Park
10. Ngoye Forest Reserve
11. Entumeni Nature Reserve
12. Dlinza Forest Nature Reserve
13. Umvoti Vlei
14. KwaZulu-Natal Mistbelt Forests
15. Hlatikulu
16. Umgeni Vlei Nature Reserve
17. Midmar Nature Reserve
18. Impendle Nature Reserve
19. KwaZulu-Natal Mistbelt Grasslands
20. Richards Bay Game Reserve
21. Greater Ngwangwana River
22. Franklin Vlei
23. Penny Park
24. Mount Currie Nature Reserve
25. Oribi Gorge Nature Reserve
26. Umtamvuna Nature Reserve
27. Mount Moreland
28. iSimangaliso Wetland Park
29. Karkloof

Author: Nicholas T. Theron
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 Click here to view this 
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Site deScription
Located approximately 100 km north of the town of Mkuze, 
Ndumo Game Reserve is situated on the Zululand coastal 
plain. It nestles at the eastern foot of the Lebombo Moun-
tains, at the junction of the Pongola and Usuthu floodplain 
systems. The Pongola River runs through the reserve from 
south to north, while the Usuthu River forms the northern 
border. This is also the international border with Mozam-
bique. The topography is very flat with a few small hills; the 
area is mostly low-lying, the altitude ranging from 22 to 120 m  
a.s.l. There are two major semi-permanent floodplain pans 
and many smaller permanent and ephemeral pans in the re-
serve. Ndumu Hill is composed of red sands, while east of it, 
and mostly at 30 m a.s.l., another sandveld area is made up of 
undulating pallid sands. The climate is subtropical: the annual 
temperature ranges from an average minimum of 17 °C to an 
average maximum of 28 °C, and rain falls mostly in summer 
(October–March) and averages 633 mm p.a. An interesting 
component of the reserve is the floodplain vegetation. A num-
ber of different woodland habitats dominate and there is very 
little open grassland. In places there are relict patches of well-
developed sand forest.

BirdS
The rivers, floodplains, pans, dams and vleis are impor-
tant for many species associated with and dependent on 
wetlands. Black Stork Ciconia nigra regularly forages in the 
various wetlands in Ndumo and breeds in the gorges of the 
nearby mountains. The reserve’s wetlands also support Great 
White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus, Pink-backed Pelican  
P. rufescens, Woolly-necked Stork Ciconia episcopus, African 
Openbill Anastomus lamelligerus, Saddle-billed Stork Ephip
piorhynchus senegalensis, Caspian Tern Sterna caspia, African 
Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Greater Flamingo Phoenico
pterus roseus, Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor, Rufous-
bellied Heron Ardeola rufiventris, White-backed Night Heron 
Gorsachius leuconotus, Baillon’s Crake Porzana pusilla, Lesser 
Moorhen Gallinula angulata, Allen’s Gallinule Porphyrio alleni,  

Lesser Jacana Microparra capensis and Black Coucal Centro
pus grillii. 

The riverine forest holds Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli 
and African Finfoot Podica senegalensis. African Grass Owl 
Tyto capensis, Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus 
and occasionally Senegal Lapwing V. lugubris occur through-
out the grassland areas. Ndumo is one of the few reserves in 
KwaZulu-Natal that holds most of its original complement of 
raptors, including small populations of White-backed Vul-
ture Gyps africanus, Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos trachelio
tos, White-headed Vulture Aegypius occipitalis, Martial Eagle 
Polemaetus bellicosus, Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus, South-
ern Banded Snake Eagle Circaetus fasciolatus and Tawny Eagle 
Aquila rapax. Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres, Hooded Vulture 
Necrosyrtes monachus and Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus 
occasionally visit the reserve in small numbers.

The bushveld and riverine forest support Red-crested  
Korhaan Lophotis ruficrista, White-throated Robin-Chat 
Cossypha humeralis, Burnt-necked Eremomela Eremome
la usticollis, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis, 
Rudd’s Apalis Apalis ruddi, Black-bellied Starling Notopholia 
corrusca and Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii. The sand for-
est holds Neergaard’s Sunbird Cinnyris neergaardi and Pink-
throated Twinspot Hypargos margaritatus.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species that frequent the reserve are South-
ern Banded Snake Eagle, Neergaard’s Sunbird and White-
backed Vulture; in the case of the vulture, up to 100 individuals 
have been recorded at the feeding area but no pairs are known 
to breed. The extensive list of regionally threatened species in-
cludes Great White Pelican (up to 400 individuals have been  
recorded), Tawny Eagle, African Marsh Harrier (at least two 
pairs are known), African Finfoot, Caspian Tern, Pel’s Fishing 
Owl, African Grass Owl, Marabou Stork Leptoptilos crumen
iferus, African Pygmy Goose Nettapus auritus, Lanner Falcon 
Falco biarmicus, Lesser Jacana, Greater Painted-snipe Rostrat
ula benghalensis, Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata 
and African Broadbill Smithornis capensis.

Nyamiti Pan in the reserve is one of three known breeding 
sites for Pink-backed Pelican, with 50–100 breeding pairs and 
100–300 individuals. Yellow-billed Stork Mycteria ibis also 
breeds at Nyamiti Pan, with 200–250 breeding pairs and 500–
700 individuals recorded. Common biome-restricted and 
restricted-range species include Kurrichane Thrush Turdus 
libonyanus, White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, 
Gorgeous Bush-Shrike, Black-bellied Starling, White-bellied 
Sunbird Cinnyris talatala, Rudd’s Apalis and Pink-throated 
Twinspot. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Ndumo was first proclaimed a reserve in 1939 and for many 
years was administered by the Natal Parks Board. In 1986 
control passed to the KwaZulu Bureau for Natural Resources. 

ndumo game reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 11 870 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

phongolo nature reServe

Site deScription
The site is located 30 km south-east of Pongola town. Ba-
salt of the uMfolozi River Formation underlies the western 
section of the reserve and has produced clay soils. The east-
ern side is a rocky escarpment composed of rhyolite of the 
Jozini Formation. An artificial impoundment covers up to 
two-thirds of the site, depending on the water level. When 
full, the dam surface lies at an altitude of 130 m a.s.l. The 
Pongola River, which flows in from the north-west, feeds the 
dam; only a small drowned section of the river lies inside 
the reserve. The river exits through the Pongola Gorge, an 
ancient gash in the Lebombo Mountains. Much of the dam 
has a steep profile, but parts of the western shore slope gen-
tly, exposing mudflats on occasion. Aquatic vegetation is not 
usually well developed. Most of the surrounds are fairly flat, 
but the eastern shore is steep to precipitous, rising to the 
boundary of the reserve at the top of the Lebombo range 
(598 m a.s.l.).

The climate is arid and warm, with a mean annual tempera-
ture of 21 °C. Rainfall averages 617 mm p.a., falling mostly 
in summer (November–March). The vegetation consists of 
Zulu land Lowveld.

BirdS
The dam and its associated wetlands are important for many 
wetland-dependent birds. Pink-backed Pelican Pelecanus rufe
scens has bred in the past, making this one of only two sites 
in South Africa where it does so. However, there is no perma-
nent breeding habitat (the pelicans nest in dead trees, either 
at the water’s edge or quite far from the shore) and breeding 
has not been recorded recently. Yellow-billed Stork Mycteria 
ibis has bred twice in this same habitat, but has been absent 
for several years. Black Stork Ciconia nigra, which breeds in 
gorges in the nearby mountains, regularly forages here, as do 
African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lesser Moorhen Gal
linula angulata and Black Coucal Centropus grillii.

African Grass Owl Tyto capensis occurs throughout the  
grassland areas of the reserve, which still holds reasonable 
numbers of raptors, including important populations of  
Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotus, Bateleur Teratho
pius ecaudatus, White-headed Vulture Aegypius occipita
lis, White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus, Peregrine Falcon 
Falco peregrinus, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus and 
Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax. The bushveld holds Natal Spur-
fowl Pternistis natalensis, Red-crested Korhaan Lophotis 

With the subsequent amalgamation of that body with Natal 
Parks Board, the new organisation, EKZNW, took over man-
agement. Unfortunately, the reserve faces many major threats, 
the most worrying of which is the invasion of its eastern sec-
tions by communities from the Mbongweni Corridor. The 
first invasion took place in 2008 and it is estimated that 14% 
of the reserve along the Pongola River floodplain has been 
affected. Further incursions into the reserve took place in 
October 2014. Communities enter the reserve and practise 
slash-and-burn agriculture, which has led to the destruction 
of the mature riverine forests and portions of the floodplain. 
Poaching and illegal fishing with gill nets take place, and cattle 
also graze in these sections. The fence has been destroyed on 
two occasions. The invasion of the reserve threatens greater 
conservation initiatives in the area, specifically the Lubombo– 
Ndumo–Tembe–Futi Transfrontier Conservation and Re-
source Area, which was created through a protocol signed by 
the governments of South Africa, Mozambique and Swazi-
land. The invasion and destruction of the eastern parts of the 
reserve and the apparent inability of the relevant government 
departments to act are a concern and leave the future of this 
reserve in serious jeopardy. There are also concerns that these 
acts may lead to similar actions being taken by other com-
munities in the region.

Invasive alien plants – notably Chromolaena odorata, Rici
nus communis, Lantana camara, Psidium guajava and Melia 
azederach – are a major threat in both the woodland and 
wetland areas. They became an issue after Cyclone Demoina 
in 1984 and are a recurring problem on the floodplain. The 

Pongola is permanently infested with water hyacinth Eich
hornia crassipes. An introduced species of freshwater crayfish, 
the Australian redclaw Cherax quadricarinatus, has also been 
identified and there are concerns regarding the impact this 
species may be having on the ecosystem.

The Pongola River floodplain and its associated pans and 
wetlands are impacted by the Pongola Dam, which has com-
pletely altered the ecological functioning of the system. Wa-
ter is released from the dam in late September and again in 
January to benefit subsistence farmers who plant two crops 
per season along the course of the river. The water released 
is cold and unproductive, and in flooding the wetlands of 
Ndumo it forces many of the waterbirds and waders to leave 
the reserve.

Conservation action
Ndumo Game Reserve is a formally protected area and a list-
ed Ramsar site. Conservation initiatives under way include 
alien plant eradication, burning regimes, anti-poaching pa-
trols and the monitoring of important species. However, the 
eastern sections are in effect no longer managed as part of 
the reserve. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Cowan (1995); Cowan et al. (1996); De Moor et al. (1977); Dixon 
(1966); Pooley (1965). 

Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 20 390 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected
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ruficrista, White-throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis, 
Burnt-necked Eremomela Eremomela usticollis and Gorgeous 
Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis. Large, dense thickets sup-
port Rudd’s Apalis Apalis ruddi, Neergaard’s Sunbird Cinnyris 
neergaardi and Pink-throated Twinspot Hypargos margarita
tus. A small population of Lemon-breasted Canary Crithagra 
citrinipectus occurs in the open savanna.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Lappet-faced Vulture (1–4 breed-
ing pairs; 4–14 individuals), White-headed Vulture (one breeding 
pair; 4–6 individuals), White-backed Vulture (23 breeding pairs; 
50–100 individuals) and Martial Eagle. Regionally threatened 

species are Marabou Stork Leptoptilos crumeniferus (eight breed-
ing pairs; 24–40 individuals), African Marsh Harrier, African 
Grass Owl and Tawny Eagle. Biome-restricted species include 
White-throated Robin-Chat, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris  
talatala, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike and Rudd’s Apalis. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This IBA is a formally protected area. The trees where the peli-
cans and storks were breeding were killed by fluctuations in 
the dam’s water level. Water is periodically released as part of 
the management plan, a practice initiated originally to simu-
late normal flooding on the floodplain downstream in order 
to recharge the pans there. Eutrophication in the dam’s north- 
western extremity occurs early in most winters, a result of fer-
tiliser run-off from the cane-lands. Dense growth of blue-green 
algae temporarily degrades the best area of the dam for both 
birds and fish. The spread of invasive alien plants, particularly 
Parthenium, Hydrilla and Chromolaena species, occurs in sec-
tions of the reserve. A roost and possibly a breeding colony of 
Cape Vultures Gyps coprotheres existed on the nearby Lebombo 
cliffs prior to 1975. The reason for its disappearance is unknown. 

Conservation action
Raptors and vultures are monitored annually on the reserve 
by EKZNW as part of an aerial survey throughout Zulu-
land. Efforts to control invasive alien plants are undertaken 
by EKZNW. The site is part of the much larger Pongola Bio-
sphere, and the surrounding farms are important for raptors 
and vultures in Zululand. The farms that form part of the Pon-
gola Biosphere should be assessed and considered for inclu-
sion in the IBA.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

ithala game reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 29 620 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Ithala Game Reserve is located 15 km from Louwsburg in the 
rolling hills south of the Pongola River. Geologically, the re-
serve consists of a mixture of ironstone shale, quartzite, dolo-
mite, granite and sandstone. Drainage lines and deep valleys, 
extending predominantly north–south and opening mostly 
into the Pongola River basin, cleave the area. This results in 
an extremely varied topography and rugged terrain, with 
steep, rocky cliff-faces and deep gorges dissected by numer-
ous streams with a network of pools. The area varies in alti-
tude from 350 m a.s.l. at the Pongola River to 1 550 m a.s.l. 
on the plateau to the west of Louwsburg. In conjunction with 
differences in topography and altitude, rainfall is also highly 
variable locally, ranging from c. 680 mm p.a. in the eastern 
valleys to c. 900 mm p.a. in the west and up to c. 1 200 mm 
p.a. on top of the high-altitude plateau. This variability and 
complexity in edaphic factors leads to variation in vegetation. 
Three main habitat types are recognised: the lowland com-
munity found in the valley bottoms; the middleveld found at 
intermediate altitudes; and the open grasslands of the plateau 
above 1 250 m.a.s.l.

BirdS
The reserve is known to support more than 300 bird species, 
a diversity that can be attributed to its ecotonal nature and 
its variety of habitats. Among these are a number of large, 
wide-ranging species that have suffered considerably outside 
extensive protected areas. The riverine forest provides habi-
tat for many of the more secretive river-dependent species,  
such as Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata. The 
mountainous cliffs hold a colony of Southern Bald Ibis Geron
ticus calvus. Several large raptor species that are rare outside 
South Africa’s large parks occur here, including White-backed 
Vulture Gyps africanus, Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos trachelio
tos, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Bateleur Terathopius 
ecaudatus and Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax. African Grass Owl 
Tyto capensis occurs in the grassland areas in small numbers. 
The varied woodland communities support several bushveld 
species, including Natal Spurfowl Pternistis natalensis, White-
throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis and Burnt-necked 
Eremomela Eremomela usticollis. Gorgeous Bush-Shrike 
Chlorophoneus viridis is found in thicket and forest areas.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species in the reserve are Blue Crane An
thropoides paradiseus (up to three pairs breed here), Southern 
Bald Ibis (a colony of 20–30 birds is present), White-backed 
Vulture, Bateleur, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, 
Martial Eagle and Secre tarybird Sagittarius serpentarius. Re-
gionally threatened species are Tawny Eagle, White-bellied 
Korhaan Eupodotis senegalensis, African Grass Owl, Lanner 
Falcon Falco biarmicus and Half-collared Kingfisher. Biome-
restricted species include Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonya
nus, White-throated Robin-Chat, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike and 
White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala.  

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The main conservation problems are soil erosion and, espe-
cially, invasive alien plants. The control of the latter would be 
greatly eased if continual re-infestation from the north bank 
of the Pongola River, which is currently not conserved, could 
be addressed.

Conservation action 
Historically the area was situated in the Vryheid Republic. It 
bordered South Africa’s first, but short-lived, game reserve, 
the Pongola Game Reserve, which was proclaimed in 1895. 
Originally proclaimed in 1973, Ithala has been enlarged over 
the years by the acquisition of additional farmland. The land 
is owned by the State and administered by EKZNW. The areas 
that were previously farmland are recovering from overgraz-
ing and erosion caused by the cultivation of slopes. However, 
most of the area was minimally modified and still shows ex-
ceptional diversity, a function of its topography, geology and 
geographical position. Many of the larger mammals were his-
torically hunted out of the region but have been re-introduced 
from surrounding KwaZulu-Natal reserves. Programmes are 
being implemented to control invasive alien plant species and 
rehabilitate areas affected by erosion. All these interventions 
benefit the trigger species. There are also plans to incorporate 
areas to the north into the reserve.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Rautenbach et al. (1981). 
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Site deScription
Located 26 km south of Newcastle, Chelmsford Nature Re-
serve has a gently undulating landscape with lightly wooded 
hills and flat-bottomed valleys. Its altitude range is 1 240– 
1 290 m a.s.l. The Ntshingwayo Dam, a large, man-made  
impoundment, and the Ngagane River are the dominant fea-
tures. The climate is warm-temperate and the annual average 
temperature is 16 °C. The usual rainfall range is 645–737 mm 
p.a., falling mainly in summer (October–March). The sur-
rounding grassland is a good example of Northern KwaZulu-
Natal Moist Grassland, a Vulnerable vegetation type with less 
than 2% conserved in South Africa.

BirdS
Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus frequently forages in 
the reserve. The wetlands and surrounding grasslands are 
frequented by Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum 
and Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus. Other wetland and 

grassland species of concern are African Marsh Harrier Cir
cus ranivorus, Corn Crake Crex crex, African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and White-
bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senegalensis. The rocky outcrops 
hold Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis and Grey 
Crowned Crane. Regionally threatened species are African 
Marsh Harrier, White-bellied Korhaan and African Grass Owl.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
There are very few major threats facing Chelmsford Nature 
Reserve. The construction of the Chelmsford Dam (renamed 
the Ntshingwayo Dam) in 1962 and the subsequent raising 
of the dam wall in 1982 led to the flooding of approximately  
2 500 ha of grassland and wetland habitat. Invasive alien plants 
such as wattle Acacia species, blue gum Eucalyptus species  
and bugweed Solanum mauritianum do occur in places but 
are actively controlled.

Conservation action
This State-owned reserve was proclaimed in 1980 and is ad-
ministered by EKZNW. No conservation actions are taken 
that specifically benefit bird species. It is, however, a priority 
reserve due to having the highest density of oribi in South Af-
rica. Managing the reserve for oribi can be expected to benefit 
certain grassland-associated trigger bird species.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

chelmSford nature reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 5 980 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
The Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park lies 20 km north-west of Mtu-
batuba, at the junction of the coastal plain and the foothills of 
the KwaZulu-Natal interior. The landscape is undulating to 
hilly, with a gradual drop in altitude – from 580 to 90 m a.s.l. 
– from west to east along the Natal Monocline. The Hluhluwe 
River and its tributary, the Nzimane, dissect the northern 
section of the park. A dam outside the park’s boundary has 
pushed an artificial lake back along the lower reaches of the 
Hluhluwe River. In the south, the Black uMfolozi and White 
uMfolozi rivers meander widely before uniting at the south-
eastern corner of the park. All these rivers flow permanently. 
There are many other seasonal streams and ephemeral rivers.

Soils on higher ground are stony and shallow, being largely 
derived from Ecca and Beaufort Sandstones. Lower down, the 

soils are often deep and fertile; some are derived from lava flows. 
Alongside the Black and White uMfolozi rivers are recent al-
luvial deposits. The area has a subtropical climate. The tempera-
ture ranges from an average minimum of 13 °C to an average 
maximum of 33 °C. It seldom falls to zero, and frost is rare. 
Rainfall varies from 600 mm p.a. in the south of the iMfolozi 
section to 1 250 mm p.a. at Hilltop in Hluhluwe. Most rain falls 
in summer (October–March); winters are mild and dry.

The park’s vegetation is classified as Zululand Lowveld and 
Northern Zululand Thornveld. Accounts from the early 1800s 
described grassland with very few trees; another from 1921 de-
scribed Hluhluwe as mainly thornveld. The decimation of the 
large game that drove the regeneration of the open grassveld 
accelerated bushveld encroachment and today the bushing-
up process and spread of closed-canopy forest are fairly rapid. 

hluhluwe–imfolozi park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 89 930 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Grassland composition varies with altitude and soil. The tran-
sition of grassland to parkland can be seen in the Corridor 
(which links the Hluhluwe and iMfolozi sections), while well- 
developed woodlands occur over much of the reserve. Thickets  
are also spreading. Grasslands and woodlands are regularly 
burnt, in principle in a mosaic pattern. Closed evergreen for-
est occurs in the higher-rainfall areas of the north. Riverine 
forest used to line large stretches of the major rivers until Cy-
clone Demoina swept nearly all of it away in 1984. Regenera-
tion has been slow, and this habitat will not be restored to its 
former glory for some years.

BirdS
Hluhluwe–iMfolozi is known to support more than 400 bird 
species, about 46% of the species found in the southern Af-
rican sub-region. The bird diversity within the park can be 
attributed to the variety of habitats in this area. This diversity 
includes a number of important populations of large, wide-
spread birds that have suffered outside extensive protected 
areas. The riverine thickets constitute forest corridors that 
are used by some altitudinal migrant forest species of the 
Drakensberg escarpment to the west, which move down to 
the Lowveld to escape the severe escarpment winters. Large 
riverine trees also provide habitat for many of the more  
secretive river-dependent species, such as White-backed 
Night Heron Gorsachius leuconotus and African Finfoot 
Podica senegalensis. The taller riverine trees provide nesting 
sites for other species, particularly raptors such as Bat Hawk 
Macheiramphus alcinus.

The rivers, floodplains, pans, dams and vleis are important 
for many species that depend on wetlands and are associated 
with them, including Black Stork Ciconia nigra, which breeds 
in gorges in the nearby mountains. Woolly-necked Stork  
C. episcopus, African Openbill Anastomus lamelligerus and 

Saddle-billed Stork Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis occur in 
small numbers. When conditions are suitable, Pink-backed 
Pelican Pelecanus rufescens, Great White Pelican P. onocro
talus, Lesser Moorhen Gallinula angulata, Allen’s Gallinule 
Porphyrio alleni and African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus 
occur in small numbers. Several pairs of Southern Bald Ibis 
Geronticus calvus are known to breed within the complex, but 
they forage mostly outside the area.

Several large species that are rare outside South Africa’s 
large parks are locally common here and Hluhluwe–iMfolozi 
is the most important site in KwaZulu-Natal for the conserva-
tion of these species. They include White-backed Vulture Gyps 
africanus, Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotos, White-
headed Vulture Aegypius occipitalis, Martial Eagle Polemaetus 
bellicosus, Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus and Tawny Eagle 
Aquila rapax. Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeat
eri, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Pallid Harrier Circus 
macrourus and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis occur in 
smaller numbers. The varied woodland communities support 
several typical bushveld species, including Brown-headed 
Parrot Poicephalus cryptoxanthus, White-throated Robin-
Chat Cossypha humeralis, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chloropho
neus viridis and Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, South-
ern Ground-Hornbill (three groups), White-backed Vul-
ture (300–340 breeding pairs and up to 1 000 individuals), 
Lappet-faced Vulture (11–15 breeding pairs and 30–50 in-
dividuals), White-headed Vulture (3–5 breeding pairs and 
9–15 individuals), Martial Eagle (4–6 breeding pairs and 
10–18 individuals), Bateleur and Crowned Eagle Stephano
aetus coronatus. Regionally threatened species are White-
backed Night Heron, Tawny Eagle (2–3 breeding pairs and 
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lake eteza nature reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1, C4i)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 340 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Lake Eteza is located 8 km south of Mtubatuba, in level terrain 
and at an altitude of 6 m a.s.l. The major part of the site con-
sists of a shallow lake, rarely more than 1.5 m deep, that forms 
an integral part of the uMfolozi River system. Before the final 
rise in sea level at the end of the last Ice Age, Eteza River was 
a small tributary of the uMfolozi. The recent drowning of the 
estuary and river valley, by a sea-level rise of 100 m, enabled 
sediment to fill both. The substrate of Lake Eteza comprises  
40 m of organically enriched mud. The modern lake is brack-
ish, indicating periodic connection with the sea. It owes its 
existence to a low natural berm, deposited by uMfolozi floods, 
which effectively dams the Eteza River. The river’s catchment 
is very small, and during droughts the lake’s level falls. The 
climate is subtropical; rainfall averages 1 050 mm p.a., fall-
ing mostly in summer. Very little coastal grassland remains 
around the lake. Along the river, just upstream, is a small strip 
of indigenous forest.

BirdS
The avifauna is diverse, largely as a result of the undisturbed 
nature of the marginal vegetation along the water’s edge and 
the fact that several species reach the most southerly limits 
of their Afro-tropical distribution here. The open water oc-
casionally supports Pink-backed Pelican Pelecanus rufescens 
and Great White Pelican P. onocrotalus. The marginal swamp 
and surrounding grassland is suitable for African Marsh Har-
rier Circus ranivorus, African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and 
Allen’s Gallinule Porphyrio alleni. Eurasian Bittern Botaurus 
stellaris has been recorded here and the lake may support a 
small population of this species. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Regionally threatened species are Pink-backed Pelican (1–24, 
average five) and Great White Pelican (2–1 700, average 339), 
as well as important populations of the following congregato-
ry species: African Spoonbill Platalea alba, Fulvous Whistling 
Duck Dendrocygna bicolor (1–507, average 79), Spur-winged 
Goose Plectropterus gambensis (1–821, average 150) and Afri-
can (Purple) Swamphen Porphyrio madagascariensis (1–147, 

average 16). The surrounding forest patches support biome-
restricted species such as Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonya
nus and Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Lake Eteza is an EKZNW reserve, proclaimed in 1976. In the 
south it is bounded by State commonage, but otherwise it is 
tightly surrounded by timber and sugar cane. Agriculture poses 
the greatest threat to the reserve. The catchment is small, and 
the timber plantations reduce inflow of water to the lake. The 
present inflow is sometimes contaminated by the run-off of 
agro-chemicals. Neighbouring cane farmers appear to have an 
entrenched right to abstract water for irrigation purposes and 
recently 30 ha of grassland in the northern section of the reserve 
were ploughed and planted to sugar cane. The farmers have also 
attempted, without success, to breach the natural berm when 
lake water has spread over their crops. Hippos raid the cane, 
without causing major damage. There is some illegal poaching 
of fish. Alien weed species are present around the lake, of which 
Lantana camara is the most serious. Cattle also graze illegally in 
the reserve. No permanent staff reside there, making it difficult 
to respond to threats. 

Conservation action
Lake Eteza is a proclaimed nature reserve and a comprehen-
sive and up-to-date management plan is available. It also 
forms part of the Kwambo Conservancy.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

6–9 individuals), African Marsh Harrier, African Finfoot, 
African Pygmy Goose Nettapus auritus, Lanner Falcon 
Falco biarmicus and Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semi
torquata. Common restricted-range and biome-restricted  
species include Kurrichane Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Cho-
rister Robin- Chat Cossypha dichroa, Rudd’s Apalis, Gorgeous 
Bush-Shrike, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and 
Pink-throated Twinspot Hypargos margaritatus. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The main threats to Hluhluwe–iMfolozi are invasive alien plants, 
mainly parthenium weed Parthenium hysterophorus, prickly 
pear Opuntia species and triffid weed Chromolaena odorata. 
Parthenium is a new and emerging threat to the area and ways 
to eradicate the species have yet to be properly tested. Manage-
ment needs to carefully monitor the spread of this weed. 

An increase in the woody component of the reserve is an 
ongoing threat. As bush encroachment occurs, a number of 
grassland-dependent bird species may be displaced. The en-
croachment is largely prevented by the combined action of 
fire (specifically hot burns) and elephants, which slows the 
process to a certain extent.

Cases of poisoning are rare in the park, although a single 
incident has been reported in which vultures were poisoned 
and their heads removed, probably for use in the ‘muti’ trade. 
The park is surrounded by a large number of communities 
and future poaching and poisoning incidents are a possibility. 

Human population growth in the area is a cause for con-
cern and the reserves that remain in Zululand should be seen 
in this context. As the population rises, it is likely to put in-
creased pressure on the natural areas that remain and many 
habitat types (such as sand forest) are being degraded and 

lost. Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park and other reserves are becom-
ing islands surrounded by transformed landscapes.

Two coal mines are adjacent to the park and a third, an 
open-cast coal mine, is proposed for its south-western 
boundary. There are major concerns regarding the impacts 
this new mine will have on the park and the St Lucia wet-
lands further downstream.

Conservation action
Hluhluwe–iMfolozi is a site of considerable historical signifi-
cance. Stone Age archaeological sites are present, as are San 
rock paintings. Bantu people first established themselves here 
by about AD 1500, and until 1818 the area was the home of 
the Mtetwa clan. From 1818 to 1828 Hluhluwe–iMfolozi was 
King Shaka’s hunting preserve. The area was then vacated be-
cause of the impact of malaria on humans and nagana (carried 
by tsetse flies) on cattle. Subsequently, humans reoccupied the 
area sporadically until 1875. Both Hluhluwe and iMfolozi – 
but not the intervening land – were proclaimed reserves, first 
in 1895 and again in 1897. However, the tsetse flies remained a 
source of nagana for surrounding cattle farms, and wild ante-
lopes – considered an eternal reservoir for the disease – were 
heavily culled in the reserves between 1920 and 1945. In ad-
dition, much of the thick bush that constituted habitat for the 
flies was cut down in 1942. The reserves were deproclaimed in 
1945 and nearly all the large animals were slaughtered. Only 
in 1952 was the area returned to the Natal Parks Board (now 
EKZNW), to be administered in the style we see today. The 
Corridor, which links Hluhluwe and iMfolozi, was formally 
incorporated into the park in 1982.

By the late 19th century most of the large mammal popula-
tions in South Africa had been severely decimated by uncon-
trolled hunting. Some species, such as white rhino, became 
locally extinct. It was the survival of the two rhino species in 
the area between the two uMfolozi rivers that led to the initial 
protection of the reserve, and even today it remains the most 
important place in Africa for the species.

The park’s main contribution to bird conservation is in 
providing space and habitat for larger birds of prey. Al-
though none of the species has a viable-in-isolation popula-
tion, Hluhluwe–iMfolozi provides an adequate focus for such 
populations. One of its strengths is that it is a well-established 
tourist destination, and as such its birds of prey are very much 
in the public eye. Its long history as a conservation area, in the 
broadest sense, gives it great credibility, and there are unlikely 
to be any further attempts by neighbours to erode its bound-
aries or functions. 

Hluhluwe–iMfolozi is formally protected and managed by 
EKZNW. Aerial censuses are undertaken each year to count 
raptor and vulture numbers in the park.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Bourquin et al. (1971); Downing (1972); Foster (1955); Henkel (1937); 
King (1970); Macdonald et al. (1980); Mentis (1970); Porter (1972, 
1975); Vincent (1970); Whateley et al. (1985). 
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Spioenkop nature reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 5 440 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located 17 km north-west of Winterton, Spioenkop Nature  
Reserve has undulating topography with numerous hills and 
valleys. Altitude ranges from 1 070 m a.s.l. on the dam surface 
to 1 455 m a.s.l. at the top of Spioenkop Hill. Waterbodies in-
clude the Tugela River and Spioenkop Dam, a large man-made 
impoundment. The dam sides are mostly steep and rocky, and 

there are no mudflats. The 
site encompasses more than 
3 000 ha of grassland. The 
climate is warm-temperate: 
winter frosts are light, and 
snow is rare. Rain, averaging 
814 mm p.a., falls mainly in 
summer (October–March). 
The grassland is vulnerable 
to invasion by trees such as 
exotic Acacia species. Other 
habitat types include wood-
land thicket and, along the 
banks of the Tugela River,  
riverine vegetation that is 
characterised by tall trees.

BirdS
Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres is attracted to the vulture feed-
ing area in the reserve. Other species that occasionally use the 
restaurant include Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotus 
and Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus. The surrounding 
grassland areas support several breeding species of large ter-
restrial birds, including Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, 
Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum, Secretarybird Sag
ittarius serpentarius, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami and 
White-bellied Korhaan Eupodotis senegalensis. Other grass-
land species include Black Harrier Circus maurus, Striped 
Flufftail Sarothrura affinis, Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix 
nanus, Short-tailed Pipit Anthus brachyurus, Black-winged 
Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus and African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis.

White-backed Night Heron Gorsachius leuconotus and Afri-
can Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus are found in the reserve’s 
riverine and wetland habitats, and a nesting pair of Goliath 
Herons Ardea goliath also occur here.

Cliff-nesting species include Jackal Buzzard Buteo rufofuscus 
and Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus, as well as Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra, which forages in association with streams and 
vleis. Wherever a rocky outcrop erupts, Buff-streaked Chat 
Campicoloides bifasciata and Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola 
explorator abound. Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi is 
a winter visitor. Spioenkop acts as a refuge for a number of 
high-altitude Drakensberg birds in particularly cold weather.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture (up to 100 have 
been recorded at the vulture feeding area) and Grey Crowned 

Crane. Regionally threatened species include African Marsh 
Harrier, Black-rumped Buttonquail, White-bellied Korhaan, 
African Grass Owl and Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus. Fairly 
common biome-restricted species are Kurrichane Thrush 
Turdus libonyanus, Buff-streaked Chat, White-throated  
Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis and White-bellied Sunbird 
Cinnyris talatala.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Spioenkop Nature Reserve faces few direct threats. Poisonings 
pose the greatest risk to Cape Vulture, incidents of which may 
occur anywhere in the area. To combat mammalian predators 
such as black-backed jackal Canis mesomelas, caracal Caracal 
caracal and domestic dogs, small-stock farmers place poisons 
in animal carcasses. Hundreds of vultures can be killed in a 
single poisoning incident. Vultures are occasionally consid-
ered to be sheep killers, a view based on misunderstanding. 
Awareness programmes should disprove the vulture’s reputa-
tion as a harmful or nuisance animal, and the importance of 
its ecological role could be harnessed. Another threat faced 
by vultures is a depleted food supply. This results in the loss 
of vital nutrients in the diet and causes bone abnormalities, 
especially in areas such as this where most of the large ungu-
lates have gone and hyaenas, which used to crush bones and 
make fragments available to vultures, are locally extinct. The 
establishment of more vulture feeding areas like the one at 
Spioenkop could solve this problem.

The encroachment of the grassland by Acacia species threat-
ens many of the grassland-dependent species in the reserve.

Conservation action
Proclaimed in 1975 by the then Natal Parks Board, Spioenkop 
Nature Reserve is administered and managed by EKZNW.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Brown (1992a, 1992b); Brown et al. (1988); Piper (1994). 

umlalazi nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 1 190 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription 
Umlalazi Nature Reserve is directly adjacent to the town of 
Mtunzini, 120 km north of Durban. It is bounded to the north 
by the Mlalazi River and its lagoon; to the west by Mtunzini 
Fish Farm, Zini River Estate and commercial sugar-cane and 
timber lands; to the south by the Mlaba Traditional Authority 
and Amatikulu Nature Reserve; and to the east by the sea. It 
is bisected by the Siyaya River, which has its own lagoon. The 
terrain is flat, ranging in altitude from zero to 30 m a.s.l. The 
base rock is of recent origin and almost all the reserve consists 
of Quaternary sands. The climate is humid and subtropical. 
Rainfall averages 1 350 mm p.a., falling mostly in summer.

Dune forest, both pioneer and mature, occupies much of the 
reserve, although further inland the diversity of tree species  
increases. All other vegetation communities in the reserve are hy-
grophilous. Wet areas beyond the influence of brackish water bear 
extensive stands of Phragmites reeds. A swamp forest fringes the 
Siyaya Lagoon, whereas a mangrove forest surrounds the Mlalazi 
Lagoon. In the upper tidal reaches of the mangrove forest there is 
a transition to salt marsh. Mudflats bear a sparse cover of plants.

BirdS
The belts of coastal forest are important wintering grounds for 
Spotted Ground Thrush Zoothera guttata and provide habitat 
for Green Twinspot Mandingoa nitidula, Black-throated Wattle-
eye Platysteira peltata, Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrus
ca and Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii. Woolly-necked Stork 
Ciconia episcopus and Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus 
regularly nest in the reserve.

The mangroves in the estuary hold a small wintering popula-
tion of Mangrove Kingfisher Halcyon senegaloides, which is pres-
ent from the end of March to early September. The freshwater 
section of the river has many backwaters, with overhanging veg-
etation suitable for White-backed Night Heron Gorsachius leuco
notus and African Finfoot Podica senegalensis. Swamp Nightjar 
Caprimulgus natalensis has been recorded in damp grassland up-
stream from the lagoon, and Bat Hawk Macheiramphus alcinus 
in the coastal dune forest. Other raptors include Black-chested 
Snake Eagle Circaetus pectoralis and Southern Banded Snake 
Eagle C. fasciolatus. This site is also well known for the small, but 
stable population of Palm-nut Vulture Gypohierax angolensis, 3–4 
pairs of which are resident. Birds may be seen in the stands of Ra
phia australis palms where they breed, or on the lagoon mudflats 
where they forage. Adjacent grassland and reedbeds host small 
populations of breeding Red-headed Quelea Quelea erythrops. 
Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli was recorded until the late 1970s 
or early 1980s but has not been reported since. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Spotted Ground Thrush and 
Southern Banded Snake Eagle. Regionally threatened species 
are White-backed Night Heron, African Finfoot, Mangrove 
Kingfisher and Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata. 
Fairly common biome-restricted species include Kurrichane 
Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Black-bellied Starling, Mangrove 

Kingfisher, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis and 
Grey Waxbill Estrilda perreini. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Facing few significant threats itself, Umlalazi Nature Reserve 
conserves important coastal dune forest, grassland and swamp 
and mangrove forests that are under major threat along the rest 
of the KwaZulu-Natal coastline. The Fairbreeze mine is a contro-
versial operation that will border the reserve and town of Mtun-
zini. The footprint of the mine will not destroy natural habitat, 
only farmland and eucalyptus plantations. The main concerns 
around the mine relate to the hydrological implications it may 
have on the Mlalazi River estuary and the Siyaya River.

The Mlalazi River and its estuary receive nutrient-enriched 
waste water from the Mtunzini Fish Farm. So far no major dam-
age has been noted, but the scale of pollution could increase. 
Five private properties remain as an enclave within the reserve. 
They are a source of cats and dogs, and although this seems 
trivial, uncontrolled cats pose a major threat to Spotted Ground 
Thrush. These birds are habituated and often forage on the 
ground near dwellings. Invasive alien plants also escape from 
the gardens into the reserve, with birds contributing to their dis-
persal. Tourism-related activities such as boating and river tours 
disturb species in the estuary.

Conservation action
Umlalazi was proclaimed an EKZNW reserve in 1948 and forms 
part of the Siyaya Coastal Park, which includes Amatikulu Nature 
Reserve to the south. The IBA should be expanded in future to 
encompass the entire Siyaya Coastal Park. The mangrove swamp 
is one of the finest remaining examples in South Africa and the 
most accessible for education purposes. The dune forest is also an 
excellent example of its kind and is noteworthy for the presence of 
all phases of dune plant succession in a visibly dynamic process. 
Raphia palms, first planted in Mtunzini in 1915, have become 
self-perpetuating and are now established in the reserve, where 
Palm-nut Vultures feed on the fruits and nest in the trees. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 
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Site deScription
This crescent-shaped park, which forms part of southern Af-
rica’s eastern escarpment, extends for c. 200 km along most 
of KwaZulu-Natal’s south-western border with Lesotho. The 
border follows the watershed above the Drakensberg escarp-
ment, which consists of a continuous, abrupt and rugged scarp 
or mountain wall. Lesotho’s Thaba Ntlenyana (3 484 m a.s.l.), 
the highest peak in Africa south of Kilimanjaro, lies along this 
scarp. There are a number of outstanding topographical fea-
tures in this formidable barrier of cliffs and peaks, including, 
from north to south, the Amphitheatre, a semi-circle of high 
cliffs with a sheer drop of 613 m; Mont-aux-Sources (3 282 m 
a.s.l.), Cathedral Peak (3 004 m a.s.l.), Cathkin Peak, Cham-
pagne Castle, Giant’s Castle (3 314 m a.s.l.), Injusuti Dome 
(3 409 m a.s.l.), Sani Pass and Hodson’s Peak (3 244 m a.s.l.), 
Rhino Horn (3 051 m a.s.l.) and Wilson’s Peak (3 210 m a.s.l.). 
Together, they define the characteristic shape of the Drakens-
berg skyline.

The cliffs forming the escarpment are capped by extensive, 
horizontally bedded basalt lava slabs, which create a high- 
altitude plateau lying between 1 830 and 2 440 m a.s.l. The  
basalt is deeply incised by the tributaries of the three largest 
rivers in KwaZulu-Natal, the Tugela, Mkhomazi and Mzim-
kulu. These river catchments hold many sheer cliffs, with 
near-vertical walls more than 500 m high. At lower altitudes, 

these steep basalt cliffs give way to slopes that form a large 
grassy terrace of variable width, interspersed with bands of 
exposed basalt. Lower still, the grassy terrace falls away as 
cave sandstone cliffs are dissected by rivers and streams to 
form valleys, gorges and inselbergs. These two lines of cliffs, 
the larger basalt cliffs and the lower sandstone ones, run the 
entire length of the Drakensberg.

The region is dominated by ferriferous soils, which are 
characteristic of well-drained uplands with high rainfall and 
relatively low temperatures. Leaching has been severe and 
fertility is therefore low. Temperatures are extreme and, on 
the high-altitude slopes, can drop below -15 °C, although the 
maximum annual average reaches 15–35 °C, depending on 
altitude. Annual average rainfall is 800 mm, falling mostly in 
summer (October–April).

The altitudinal zonation of vegetation is characteristic of 
most mountains of sufficient height. In the Drakensberg, 
three primary altitudinal zones occur: the montane zone  
(1 280–1 830 m a.s.l.), the sub-alpine zone (1 830–2 865 m 
a.s.l.) and the alpine zone (2 865–3 500 m a.s.l.). The mon-
tane belt extends from the lowermost basalt cliffs to the valley 
floors. Grasslands dominate, while protea parkland is found 
on most spurs and crests. This huge protected area holds al-
most all of the remaining alpine and sub-alpine vegetation 
in KwaZulu-Natal. Two different communities predominate: 
low-altitude sub-alpine grassland, the climax vegetation of 
which is, however, fynbos; and temperate grassland, which is 
present at high altitude on mesocline slopes. 

The vegetation of the alpine belt consists of climax heath in-
terspersed with alpine grassland genera. Woody communities 
flourish in rocky enclaves. Associated karroid shrubs occur in 
overgrazed areas and in fire-protected gullies. The summits 
are generally rocky with bare patches of shallow soil and rock 
sheets near the escarpment.

On the lower slopes, scrub develops on the rock and cliffs, 
including small trees and shrubs. Several woody communities 
are confined to the sheltered gorges and kloofs. The climax 
community of the montane belt is tall evergreen forest, which 
occurs on mesic streambanks and in deep kloofs where fire is 
excluded.

The Drakensberg catchment consists of an interconnected 
system of wetlands ranging from open waterbodies such as 
mountain tarns to vleis, marshes and an intricate network of 
stream and river courses. Distributed in a complex mosaic 
throughout the altitudinal gradient of the mountains, these 
wetlands host several characteristic plant communities.

BirdS
The Drakensberg escarpment is one of the primary breeding 
strongholds of the Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres and Bearded 
Vulture Gypaetus barbatus, and the park is an important refuge 
for these species. This is the only population of Bearded Vulture 
in the southern hemisphere and in the past five decades it has 
declined by 32–51%, with only 368–408 individuals remaining. 

maloti drakenSBerg park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 231 940 ha

Protection: Fully Protected

A total of 792 Cape Vultures were counted at 55 occupied sites 
on the larger basalt cliffs in 1983. This consisted of 17 breeding 
sites holding 534 birds and 38 roosting sites holding 258 birds. 
On the lower sandstone cliffs, another 553 Cape Vultures were 
counted at 17 sites, including six breeding colonies.

In 2011–2012 a repeat survey of the high Drakensberg escarp-
ment counted a total of 211 pairs at 10 colonies, representing a 
38% decrease over the 30-year period. As in 1983, the highest 
numbers and densities of Cape Vulture were found in the north-
ern and central sections of the high Drakensberg, with num-
bers and concentrations of vultures decreasing from north to 
south. Six breeding sites supporting 93 nesting pairs were found 
in the north and four sites supporting 118 pairs in the south. 
The recent surveys failed to find breeding sites in the southern 
high Drakensberg. The main breeding colonies are in the upper 
catchment of the Mweni River above Woodstock Dam, at Vul-
tures Retreat just north of Champagne Castle and at two closely 
neighbouring colonies in the Injesuthi area. Cape Vulture uses 
predominantly south- and east-facing cliffs between 1 750 and  
3 100 m a.s.l. for breeding and roosting.

Cape Vultures and Bearded Vultures forage over a wide 
area. It is estimated that some birds travel to carcasses up to  
54 km away from their breeding colonies, suggesting a for-
aging range of some 9 200 km2. The birds in the northern 
Drakensberg, where densities are highest, probably forage 
extensively to the west of the escarpment in the high-altitude 
terrain of Lesotho’s Maloti Mountains. Rural Basotho herds-
men graze large numbers of small stock in Lesotho, adjacent 
to the park. The stock suffers severe winters and the conse-
quent mortality is high, supplying the vultures with a substan-
tial food source during their critical winter breeding season.

Other widespread cliff-nesting species include Jackal Buz-
zard Buteo rufofuscus, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and 

Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, as well as Black Stork Ci
conia nigra, which forages in association with streams and 
vleis. The high-altitude alpine belt holds heath and karroid 
elements that support Grey Tit Parus afer, Sickle-winged Chat 
Cercomela sinuata and Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi. 
This reserve forms a critical part of the Lesotho Highlands 
EBA, as it holds important populations of all the Drakensberg 
Escarpment restricted-range species. Drakensberg Rock-
jumper Chaetops aurantius and Drakensberg Siskin Crithagra 
symonsi are common and widespread within the park, espe-
cially at altitudes above 2 000 m a.s.l. Mountain Pipit Anthus 
hoeschi is found at extremely high altitudes, mostly above  
3 000 m a.s.l., where it is a locally common breeding migrant.

The climax grassland areas with moist vleis and marshes 
support Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, Wattled Crane 
Bugeranus carunculatus, Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regu
lorum, Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus, Denham’s Bus-
tard Neotis denhami, African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, 
Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix nanus, Short-tailed Pipit 
Anthus brachyurus and Yellow-breasted Pipit A. chloris.

South Africa’s main Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis 
population is found in the Drakensberg region, where it may 
be locally numerous. The grassy slopes and valleys also hold 
Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Secretarybird Sagittarius 
serpentarius and Large-billed Lark Galerida magnirostris.

Rocky outcrops are the favoured haunts of Cape Eagle-Owl 
Bubo capensis, Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus, 
Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata, African Rock 
Pipit Anthus crenatus and Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola 
explorator, while Black Harrier Circus maurus hunts over any 
relatively open grassland. The protea woodland holds Gur-
ney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi, and the thicket and for-
est patches in the kloofs and gullies are home to Chorister 
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Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Bush Blackcap Lioptilus ni
gricapillus, Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus barratti and Forest  
Canary Crithagra scotops.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Cape 
Vulture (200–230 breeding pairs and 600–1 000 individuals), 
Wattled Crane (four breeding pairs and 8–12 individuals are 
found in and bordering the park), Blue Crane, Grey Crowned 
Crane, Denham’s Bustard, Bearded Vulture, Yellow-breasted 
Pipit, Secretarybird, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, 
Martial Eagle, Black Harrier and Bush Blackcap. Regionally 
threatened species are African Rock Pipit, Mountain Pipit, 
African Marsh Harrier, Black-rumped Buttonquail, Striped 
Flufftail, African Grass Owl Tyto capensis, Short-tailed Pip-
it, Black Stork, Lanner Falcon and Half-collared Kingfisher  
Alcedo semitorquata.

Fairly common restricted-range and biome-restricted species 
include Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Kurrichane Thrush 
Turdus libonyanus, Sickle-winged Chat, Drakensberg Rock-
jumper, Barratt’s Warbler, Gurney’s Sugarbird, Mountain Pipit, 
Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Forest Canary and Drak-
ensberg Siskin.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Poisoning poses the greatest threat to the Bearded Vultures 
and Cape Vultures remaining in the Drakensberg. Farmers in 
the areas adjacent to the park have been shown to use poi-
sons potentially lethal to both vulture species. The poisons 
are placed in animal carcasses by small-stock farmers to com-
bat mammalian predators such as black-backed jackal Canis 
mesomelas, caracal Caracal caracal and domestic dogs. Hun-
dreds of vultures can be killed in a single poisoning incident. 
Unfortunately, the mammalian predators targeted by farm-
ers are more common near the conservation areas and con-
sequently farmers closer to the vulture colonies use poisons 
more frequently than those farther away do. It is imperative 

that farmers using poisons be made aware of the dangers 
poisoned carcasses pose to vultures. There is a prevalent mis-
conception that vultures are sheep killers. Awareness pro-
grammes could vindicate the vultures’ reputation as harmful 
or nuisance animals, and the importance of their ecological 
role could be harnessed. An awareness initiative should be 
introduced in the areas where the problem seems to be most 
severe; the small-stock farming areas in the southern Drak-
ensberg should be targeted first.

Another threat faced by vultures is a depleted food supply. 
This results in the loss of vital nutrients in the diet, which 
is responsible for bone abnormalities. The establishment of 
more vulture feeding areas along the Drakensberg escarp-
ment could alleviate this problem. Vulture feeding areas may 
also encourage vultures to remain within the park when they 
forage, thus reducing their exposure to poisoned carcasses on 
private property neighbouring the park.

Major concerns for vulture species are the proposed wind 
farms in the Lesotho Highlands and the proposed Drakens-
berg cableway, which would stretch from the base to the top 
of the escarpment for approximately 2 km. Collisions with 
man-made structures such as power lines, human encroach-
ment and environmental pollution are other minor sources 
of threat. The cumulative effects of all these hazards seriously 
threaten the remaining populations of Bearded Vultures and 
Cape Vultures along the Drakensberg escarpment. 

Conservation action
The Maloti Drakensberg is regarded as the most important 
mountain catchment in South Africa because of the high yield 
and quality of water that flows from it. The wetlands in this 
area have been designated a Ramsar site as they play a key 
role in the hydrological cycle. Various farming communities, 
villages and a number of large towns depend directly on these 
rivers and their catchments for water supplies.

The area is also of major significance for nature conserva-
tion purposes because of the diversity of endemic and threat-
ened plants and animals that it supports. The only Afro-alpine 
vegetation in southern Africa is shared between Lesotho, the 
Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. The Afro-alpine belt con-
tains extensive wetlands, which, by virtue of their extremely 
limited distribution on the subcontinent, possess great rar-
ity value. The most extensive, secure and near-pristine Afro- 
alpine and montane wetlands in South Africa are protected 
in the park.

The Maloti Drakensberg Park is a declared World Heritage 
Site administered by EKZNW. Important research is being 
undertaken to investigate the possible impacts of wind farms 
on its populations of Cape Vultures and Bearded Vultures. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Allan et al. (unpublished data); Bourquin et al. (1980); Brown (1992a, 
1992b); Brown et al. (1988); Cowan et al. (1996); Killick (1961, 1963); 
Krüger et al. (2014); Manry (1984, 1985a, 1985b); Mendelsohn (1984); 
Piper (1994); Robertson (1989); Rushworth et al. (2014); Taylor (1997a). 

ngoye foreSt reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 3 880 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Ngoye Forest Reserve is located c. 11 km inland of Mtunzini 
and c. 20 km east of Eshowe. It lies on two main types of base 
rock: Biotite Granite Gneiss and Horblende Biotite Schist. The 
former is very resistant and overlays the latter, which is more 
easily weathered. Most of the forest is on the gneiss at an al-
titude of between 300 and 500 m a.s.l. The reserve is drained 
by the Mhlatuzane River and its tributaries to the north and 
the tributaries of the Mlalazi River to the south. Where the 
streams cut through the gneiss, the underlying schist is quick-
ly weathered, resulting in deeply incised forest streams. The 
area receives an average annual rainfall of 1 391 mm.

Large patches of grassland cover the open, wind-exposed 
ridges of the reserve, but their quality has deteriorated over 
time. Bush clumps are found on rocky outcrops in the grass-
land. The tree fern Cyathea dregei occurs throughout the 
grassland as well as in the forest understorey. Some of the val-
leys hold open woodland which, where it follows streams, de-
velops into hygrophilous forest, with many liana species that 
make the forest edge almost impenetrable. The climax forest is 
characterised by its continuous canopy, large trees (25–30 m  
in height) and poorly developed shrub and field layers. Epi-
phytic ferns and orchids are common. The extent and quality 
of the forest remains good.

BirdS
This is the only forest patch in southern Africa that holds 
Green Barbet Stactolaema olivacea. In the ideal habitat of the 
higher-lying parts of the western half of the forest, a density 
of one pair of Green Barbets per 4–5 ha is seen. Very few live 
in the eastern half of the forest. The Green Barbet is one of 
the most range-restricted of all birds and the probable rea-
son for it being found only in Ngoye and not in other appar-
ently similar forests in the vicinity is a function of fig diversity. 
Ngoye has eight fig species; few other forests have more than 

three. Figs are the staple diet for both adult and young Green 
Barbets, and this diversity of species guarantees a year-round 
food supply. However, two of the fig species used to feed nest-
lings come from the bush clumps outside the forest proper. 
This suggests that the barbets are not afraid to cross open 
spaces and are therefore not ‘trapped’ in remnant habitat.

The forest supports good populations of African Broadbill 
Smithornis capensis, Green Malkoha Ceuthmochares austra
lis, White-eared Barbet Stactolaema leucotis, Scaly-throated 
Honeyguide Indicator variegatus, Olive Woodpecker Den
dropicos griseocephalus, Red-backed Mannikin Lonchura 
nigriceps, Green Twinspot Mandingoa nitidula, Southern 
Tchagra Tchagra tchagra, Yellow-streaked Greenbul Phylla
strephus flavostriatus, Natal Spurfowl Pternistis natalensis and 
Forest Canary Crithagra scotops.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened birds are Spotted Ground Thrush Zoo
thera guttata, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus and 
Southern Ground-hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri. Regionally 
threatened species are Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon Colum
ba delegorguei and Green Barbet.

Biome-restricted species that are common in the IBA are 
Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Black-bellied Starling 
Notopholia corrusca, Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon, Chorister 
Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, White-starred Robin Pogono
cichla stellata, Brown Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata and 
Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus. Swee Waxbill 
Coccopygia melanotis occurs in the IBA but is uncommon. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
In principle, this provincial nature reserve is run as a reserve, 
but historically there has been little control over casual exploi-
tation. Cattle graze the grassland and have adversely affected 
forest undergrowth in places, while the high fire frequency 
experienced annually threatens grassland biodiversity. A 
grazing plan was developed by EKZNW together with the 
Department of Agriculture in 2009, but livestock manage-
ment within the reserve has yet to be implemented. The col-
lecting of firewood has been implicated as a potential reason 
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for the absence of hole-nesting species such as barbets and 
woodpeckers in forest-edge habitat. A closer analysis of the 
effect of firewood removal on birds is required. There is also 
evidence of trees being ring-barked for medicinal purposes. 
Because the Green Barbet is restricted to Ngoye, it is essential 
that the forest be properly managed as a reserve and that some 
management action be planned around this species. 

The increase in homestead developments along the reserve’s 
boundary within the Mzimela Traditional Authority has im-
plications pertaining to access. The use of roads through 
Ngoye to access peripheral developments makes management 
of the reserve more difficult.

Conservation action
This reserve is on State-owned land, has been declared a  
nature reserve and is administered by EKZNW. There is a 
comprehensive management plan for it and substantive con-
servation measures are being implemented. These, however, 
are not comprehensive and are limited by resources and ca-
pacity. EKZNW is in the process of completing the boundary 
fence to regulate entry and cattle grazing.

Further reading 
Barnes (ed.) (1998); Du Plessis (1995); Huntley (1965); Kruger et al. (1997). 

dlinza foreSt nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 200 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
The site is located in Eshowe, falling within the town’s south-
western boundary and within the uMlalazi Local Municipality. 
It lies on gentle terrain at an altitude of 530 m a.s.l. The climate 
is warm-temperate and frost is unknown. Most rain falls in 
summer, amounting to 800–1 160 mm p.a. Dlinza is classified 
as Eastern Coastal Scarp Forest, which is a transition between 
temperate and subtropical forest and occurs from the Eastern 
Cape to southern Mpumalanga. In the south, such forests are 
found close to the coast, as in the case of Dlinza Forest, which 
is approximately 25 km from the coast. The forests are multi-
layered, 15–25 m tall and species-rich, with a poorly developed 
herb layer. They are often associated with steep topography 
and occur on shallow, nutrient-poor soils. From a biodiversity 
perspective, this is probably the most important forest type in 
South Africa.

BirdS
Dlinza Forest is a regular breeding site of the globally threat-
ened Spotted Ground Thrush Zoothera guttata and Eastern 
Bronze-naped Pigeon Columba delegorguei. It holds Chorister 
Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa and Black-bellied Starling No
topholia corrusca. Brown Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata is 
a rare transient and Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii more 
regularly so. The forest also supports Olive Bush-Shrike Chlo
rophoneus olivaceus and Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coro
natus, which breed in it.

iBa trigger SpecieS
The reserve is most notable for its population of the global-
ly threatened Spotted Ground Thrush, with 20–25 breeding 
pairs and 50–70 individuals. Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon 
is regionally threatened. A number of restricted-range and 
biome-restricted species occur, including Eastern Bronze-
naped Pigeon, Chorister Robin-Chat, Grey Cuckooshrike 
Coracina caesia and Black-bellied Starling. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Dlinza Forest is an important part of Eshowe’s identity, but 
its close proximity to the town brings a number of threats. 
Several public roads run through it. An artificial clearing, the 
Bishop’s Seat, was created in the forest years ago, before it was 
declared a nature reserve. Both this and the roads are occa-
sionally used for low-impact public occasions. Invasive alien 
plants escape from gardens in the town and establish them-
selves in the forest, and clearing them remains a constant task. 
Feral cats roam the forest and are a threat to breeding birds, 
especially ground-nesting species such as Spotted Ground 
Thrush. The reserve lies in a landscape that is almost com-
pletely transformed and the once extensive grasslands that 
would have surrounded the scarp forests are now more or less 
entirely lost.

Conservation action
The reserve is formally conserved and managed by EKZNW. 
The recent (August 2012) acquisition and proclamation of 
approximately 71 ha of indigenous forest, as well as 16 ha of 
sugar-cane land that will be rehabilitated to grassland, will in-
crease its extent. Invasive alien plants are actively controlled 
and efforts are made to discourage residents from planting 
declared alien weeds.

The Dlinza Forest aerial boardwalk is the first of its kind in 
southern Africa. It takes visitors 125 m through the indige-
nous forest at a height of 10 m above the forest floor, just below 
the canopy. At one point it is possible to climb to a 20-m-high 
observation platform from which there are panoramic views 
across the forest. The boardwalk plays a vital ecotourism role, 
helping to spread awareness of this important forest in South 
Africa while promoting its conservation. School groups from 
the district often visit and are taken on tours through the for-
est by guides trained by BirdLife South Africa. 

Related webpages
www.eshowe.com/dlinzaforestaerialboardwalk 
www.kznwildlife.com 

entumeni nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 510 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Entumeni is located 8 km west of Eshowe. Most of the site 
slopes steeply, the altitude range being 570–781 m a.s.l. The 
Ngoje River, which rises just outside the reserve, runs through 
the forest. Rainfall averages 1 200 mm p.a., falling mostly in 
summer. The greater portion of the site is Coastal Scarp For-
est. Two patches of grassland, totalling 34 ha, are also present 
on the site, as is a further 38 ha of lightly wooded grassland. 

BirdS
The forest holds a small breeding population of the globally 
threatened Spotted Ground Thrush Zoothera guttata. It also 
holds the important Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon Columba 
delegorguei, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Brown 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Black-bellied Starling Noto
pholia corrusca, African Broadbill Smithornis capensis and Grey 
Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii. The last occurs only seasonally and 
at lower altitude. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus breeds in 
the reserve and a family of Southern Ground-Hornbills Bucor
vus leadbeateri includes the Entumeni grasslands in its terri-
tory. The forest also supports up to three pairs of Crowned 
Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Spotted Ground Thrush 
(20–30 breeding pairs and 50–70 individuals) and Bush 
Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapillus. The regionally threatened 
Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon also occurs. Restricted-range 
and biome-restricted species include Eastern Bronze-naped 
Pigeon, Chorister Robin-Chat, Olive Bush-Shrike Chloro
phoneus olivaceus and Black-bellied Starling.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The forest is in fairly good condition. Past exploitation has 
been minimal. Few alien weeds are present and the main in-
festation on the western boundary is being controlled. There 
are currently no threats to the forest, nor are there plans for 
any development in the area. 

Conservation action
The reserve is formally conserved and managed by EKZNW. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 
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umvoti vlei
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 4 240 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

Site deScription
Umvoti Vlei lies 11 km due south of Greytown and forms the 
headwaters of the Umvoti River. The terrain is almost flat, lo-
cated at an altitude of 970 m a.s.l. The wetland owes its existence 
to a sill of tough sandstone that has  prevented the Umvoti River 
from cutting downward. The climate is warm-temperate, with 
an average temperature of 17 °C. Rainfall averages 882 mm p.a., 
falling mostly in summer. There is some open water at the lower 
end of the vlei, where clay soils impede drainage. However, the 
major part of the site, where the soils are alluvial, is a dense, tall, 
permanently flooded bed of Phragmites australis reeds. Sedge 
meadows form narrow fringes in places, with bulrushes oc-
curring in patches in the side-arms of the vlei. The surround-
ing grassland once held Ngongoni Veld, which disappeared due 
to constant grazing by cattle. Much land has been converted to 
maize and timber.

BirdS
The wetland areas are good for Wattled Crane Bugeranus ca
runculatus and Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum, 
which winter here in large numbers. The wetland also holds a 
small population of African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus. 
The surrounding grassland supports several threatened grass-
land species, including Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus, 
Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, Secretarybird Sagittar
ius serpentarius, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, African 
Grass Owl Tyto capensis and Black Harrier Circus maurus. 
The open grasslands also hold good numbers of Black-winged 
Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus. The site may have a small 
amount of suitable habitat for Striped Crake Aenigmatolimnas 
marginalis, and is suspected to hold several pairs of Eurasian 
Bittern Botaurus stellaris. The Carex beds have good potential 
for White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis (flocks 
of up to 60 birds have been recorded), Wattled Crane (4–6 
breeding pairs and up to 15 individuals), Blue Crane (two 

breeding pairs and flocks of up to 40 individuals) and Grey 
Crowned Crane (4–5 breeding pairs and roosts of up to 200 
individuals). Regionally threatened species are African Marsh 
Harrier and African Grass Owl.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Of the greater Umvoti Vlei (2 800 ha), only about a quarter 
(675 ha) is permanent wetland and less than half of this falls 
within a proclaimed reserve. So the fortunes of the reserve, in 
particular water levels and fire regime, are linked to those of 
the whole vlei. 

The vlei has a long history of abuse. The first drains were 
cut in 1918. In 1949, the Lion Match Company, one of the 
major landowners, excavated a large canal that lowered the 
water table by 30–90 cm. Only 32 ha of land suitable for pop-
lar planting were created in this way. Public outcry prompted 
the Ministry of Agriculture to expropriate the affected land in 
1950. Attempts to build barriers across the canals were gen-
erally unsuccessful, and uncoordinated fires were especially 
damaging. In dry years the peaty soils catch fire, making fire-
break creation almost impossible. Restoration of the damaged 
area was proving so difficult that in 1975 the expropriated lot 
was given to EKZNW (formerly the Natal Parks Board) and 
proclaimed a nature reserve.

Since then all the artificial drains have been blocked with 
clay-filled bags, raising the water table by up to 30 cm. In an 
attempt to improve habitat diversity, some of the Phragmites 
reedbeds have been removed in order to create more open 
water. Once the reeds have been taken out, fire and a higher 
water table prevent re-colonisation. The main threats now to 
Umvoti Vlei are land-use practices in the catchment. Both 
forestry and crop farming – which require much irrigation 
– must lessen the flow of water into the vlei. The vlei has a 
gradient of 0.15%, the ideal for maximising silt entrapment 
and flood reduction; its functioning is considered essential for 
the well-being of the whole Umvoti River system. The Umvoti 
Vlei Nature Reserve is not actively managed by EKZNW and 
staff seldom visit it.

Conservation action
Aerial counts of cranes are undertaken in the area each year 
by EKZNW and EWT. Since 1998 the Wattled Crane popu-
lation in the IBA has improved from a regular visitor (no 
breeding pairs were known in 1998) to six breeding pairs re-
corded during the 2014 survey. This is a significant increase 
in breeding pairs, elevating the importance of this wetland in 
KwaZulu-Natal. It highlights the possibility for the species to 
re-colonise other suitable wetlands. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Taylor (1997a, 1997b). 

kwazulu-natal miStBelt foreStS
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 31 760 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

Site deScription
The mist-belt forms an irregular band through the KwaZulu-
Natal Midlands, extending from Weza in the south-west to 
Ngome in the north-east. It once had a large grassland com-
ponent, but this has now been almost entirely transformed 
by agriculture and commercial timber. The forest component 
known as Southern Mistbelt Forest consists of a series of 
patches occurring mainly on southern slopes where evapo-
ration is less and the effects of fire reduced. Before colonial 
settlement in the 1800s, these forests were larger and more 
numerous, and many may have been contiguous. Mistbelt  
forest represents a southern extension of the Afro-montane 
forests of tropical Africa. In KwaZulu-Natal most of these for-
ests occur between 1 200 and 1 400 m a.s.l., but may extend 
as low as 560 m a.s.l. or as high as 1 720 m a.s.l. The climate 
is temperate and damp. Mists are frequent in summer, as are 
frosts in winter. Snow falls occasionally. Average rainfall is 
950–1 350 mm p.a., falling mostly in summer.

This habitat has as its unifying feature, in the climax stage 
of succession, the dominance of yellowwood species. Three 
of these species, as well as numerous other forest tree species, 
occur in KwaZulu-Natal. The forest floor has a wealth of small 
flowering plants supplemented with ferns. 

Because of the scattered nature of mistbelt forests, none of 
which is outstandingly better than the others, it is difficult to 
single out individual blocks as IBAs. Equally, it is impractical 
to designate them all, since the total number must run into 
thousands. The forest patches function in unison as a single 
ecological unit, and the whole is worth a great deal more than 
the sum of its parts. The selection criteria adopted for inclu-
sion in this blanket IBA is a minimum size of 50 ha and the 
presence of the best indicator species of climax forest, Cape 

Parrot Poicephalus robustus. A total of 32 forest patches, vary-
ing in size from 100 to 5 000 ha, are included in the IBA.

BirdS
The forests hold many important species, including the larg-
est remaining population of the threatened Cape Parrot. Red-
necked Spurfowl Pternistis afer and Lemon Dove Aplopelia 
larvata, both species of the forest edge and forest floor, are 
common. Bird parties are frequent and typical forest birds 
include Trumpeter Hornbill Bycanistes bucinator, Crowned 
Hornbill Tockus alboterminatus, Narina Trogon Apaloder
ma narina, Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi, Bush 
Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapillus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco 
corythaix, Olive Woodpecker Dendropicos griseocephalus, 
Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Chorister Robin-Chat 
Cossypha dichroa, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, 
Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, 
Blue-mantled Crested-Flycatcher Trochocercus cyanomelas, 
Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Swee Waxbill 
Coccopygia melanotis and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops.

Forest predators include Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, 
Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, Black Sparrowhawk 
Accipiter melanoleucus and, at night, African Wood Owl Strix 
woodfordii. The quiet forest river streams hold habitat for 
Half-collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and Mountain 
Wagtail Motacilla clara.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Southern Ground-Hornbill  
Bucorvus leadbeateri, Bush Blackcap and Crowned Eagle. 
Regionally threatened species are Cape Parrot (a popu-
lation of 400–600 individuals is estimated), Lanner Falcon 
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Falco biarmicus, Half-collared Kingfisher and Orange Ground 
Thrush. Biome-restricted and restricted-range species that 
are commonly encountered include Forest Buzzard, Knysna 
Turaco, Grey Cuckooshrike, Chorister Robin-Chat, White-
starred Robin, Barratt’s Warbler Bradypterus barratti, Yellow-
throated Woodland Warbler, Olive Bush-Shrike, Swee Waxbill 
and Forest Canary.
 
conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Relict mistbelt forests are often located in inaccessible places 
with steep terrain, making monitoring difficult. Exploitation 
of these forests began early in colonial history and in some 
patches continues illegally to this day. Useful tree species, 
especially Henkel’s yellowwood Podocarpus henkelii, Ocotea 
bullata, Ptaeroxylon obliquum and Scolopia zeyheri, were 
plundered, with lesser use being made of Vepris and Caloden
drum species. Ocotea bullata, a good provider of fruits to larg-
er birds, is virtually extinct. Henkel’s yellowwood and Scolopia 
zeyheri, also good fruiters, are localised, although the former 
is still abundant in places. Old-growth yellowwoods define 
primary forest, as this slow-growing, shade-tolerant species 
eventually out-competes other angiosperms and emerges 
from the forest canopy to dominate.

Recent research shows that the above-ground carbon stock 
(a measure of forest biomass) in primary forest is 30–40% 
more than that of secondary forest, and this is due to the dom-
inance of large yellowwoods in the former. Primary forest 

is very rare in KwaZulu-Natal (only two forest patches in the 
province can be categorised as such), even though commer-
cial logging has ceased and most patches were last logged be-
tween 70 and 150 years ago.

Although forest patches are extremely resilient and have re-
tained much of their plant species diversity, the loss of primary 
forest has had a severe negative impact on Cape Parrot popu-
lations. Cape Parrots rely on yellowwoods (especially Afrocar
pus falcatus) for food, nest sites and roost sites. Furthermore, 
the impacts of the degradation of forest patches and the loss 
of primary forest on species such as Orange Ground Thrush 
are not known, but degradation and the associated increase 
in forest undergrowth are likely to have affected the species. 

Even though the threat of commercial logging no longer oc-
curs, certain forest patches are targeted by local communities 
that cut down large yellowwood trees for use as firewood. A 
tree is felled and an axe is used to chip away at it to make 
wood chips, which are then used as fuel while much of the 
tree goes to waste. Of serious concern is the fact that this is 
happening in forest patches with formal conservation status, 
which does not seem to guarantee their protection. It is ironic 
that the only two examples of primary forest in KwaZulu- 
Natal fall under private and communal ownership. 

Other frequent sources of damage to mistbelt forest are  
the grazing of cattle in the understorey, which can suppress 
regeneration, and uncontrolled bark-stripping for use in tra-
ditional medicine. Ill-timed grass fires often erode forest mar-
gins. Cape Parrots are semi-nomadic and move between the 
forest patches in response to food abundance. This means that 
temporarily vacated forests are as important to the integrity 
of the whole system as those currently in use. Despite their  
rarity, Cape Parrots are still occasionally taken from the wild 
for the cage-bird trade. Mistbelt forests play a vital role in  
altitudinal migration in KwaZulu-Natal. Several bird species 
from montane forests, or at least a section of their popula-
tions, winter in the mist-belt or use the mistbelt forests as  
corridors on their way to coastal forests.

Conservation action
Protection of mistbelt forest is not strong. About 51% of the 
total area of the IBA falls under the jurisdiction of DAFF  
(12 579 ha) and EKZNW (2 924 ha). Most forests, even patch-
es that are formally protected, receive little real protection. 

Very little conservation action takes place in this IBA. Each 
year, with the help of volunteers, the University of KwaZulu-
Natal co-ordinates Cape Parrot counts throughout South Af-
rica over a two-day period (one count in the afternoon and 
another the following morning). The data from these counts 
provide the best estimate of Cape Parrot numbers in South 
Africa and indicate the forest patches that are the most im-
portant for the species.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Adie (2013); Adie et al. (2013); Downs (2005a); Downs et al. (2014); 
McCracken (1987); Wirminghaus (1998); Wirminghaus et al. (2002). 

hlatikulu
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 190 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
This IBA is located 32 km west of Mooi River, in the foot-
hills of the Drakensberg. Highmoor, a division of the Maloti 
Drakensberg Park (IBA SA064), bounds it on one side, while 
the other boundaries abut onto private land. The site is almost 
flat; altitude ranges from 1 600 to 1 620 m a.s.l. The climate 
is cool-temperate, with an annual average temperature of  
15 °C and rainfall averaging 1 300 mm per year. The vegeta-
tion consists of grasslands and wetlands classified as Highland 
Sourveld. The original grass community has been severely 
modified by past use as farmland. Permanent wetlands are 
dominated by Phragmites australis and Typha latifolia, with 
species of Cyperus, Pycreus and Juncus on the fringes.

BirdS
The vlei and surrounding grasslands hold Wattled Crane 
Bugeranus carunculatus, Grey Crowned Crane Balearica 
regulorum and Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus. Eurasian 
Bittern Botaurus stellaris is recorded regularly and is a real 
special for the vlei, which also holds African Marsh Harrier 
Circus ranivorus and Black Stork Ciconia nigra. The vlei is also 
possible habitat for White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi. 
Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Black-winged Lapwing 
Vanellus melanopterus and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis 
frequent the surrounding grasslands.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Three pairs of the globally threatened Wattled Crane and a 
floater flock of 30 individuals frequent the area. Other global-
ly threatened species are breeding Blue Crane, Grey Crowned 
Crane and a small Southern Bald Ibis colony Geronticus cal
vus. Regionally threatened species include African Grass Owl 
and African Marsh Harrier.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This reserve is managed by the Imvelo Trust as a sanctuary for 
waterfowl and grassland species, particularly the three cranes. 
In the past, it had been severely impacted by the construction 
of drains and by ridge-and-furrow agriculture. These practices 
interfered with the passage of water through the upper reaches 

of the western arm of the vlei. Hundreds of small dams have 
now been built in the furrows, together with three larger dams 
to raise the water table. Cranes nesting on adjacent farms now 
move into these wetlands when not breeding and a pair of 
Wattled Cranes breeds in the wetland. Subsequently, holding 
and breeding pens have been set up for captive cranes, as well 
as rehabilitation facilities for sick or injured cranes. An educa-
tion centre has also been established. None of the birds held in 
these facilities have been taken from the wild; all birds are from 
rescues of injured cranes or confiscations of cranes held illegally. 
The Crane Centre functions as part of the SACWG whose objec-
tive is the conservation of cranes and wetlands nationally.

The main threat to the sanctuary comes from uncontrolled 
human access, and the accompanying grazing of cattle and snar-
ing practised by a section of a neighbouring community. Stock 
grazing, in particular, disturbs the wetland rehabilitation pro-
cess. Invasive alien plants in the wetland are also a threat.

Conservation action
The Imvelo Trust aims to build on the considerable conservation 
successes achieved since it was established in 1992. The trust has 
worked to address some of the threats facing the sanctuary such 
as the illegal grazing of cattle, poaching and uncontrolled human 
access. Efforts to rehabilitate the wetlands have been successful, 
with one pair of Wattled Cranes breeding in the wetland. Inva-
sive alien plants are actively controlled and the owners, as well as 
neighbouring farmers, are currently investigating the potential 
to enter into Biodiversity Stewardship. Once the plantations on 
the property have been harvested by Mondi and rehabilitated, 
additional grassland, and possibly wetland, habitat will be cre-
ated, to the benefit of the species that occur here. The surround-
ing wetlands should be incorporated into the IBA in the future, 
as the area supports one of the most important Wattled Crane 
populations in KwaZulu-Natal.

Related webpage
Entabeni Communications www.enviroed.co.za 

Further reading
Guthrie (1995). 
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umgeni vlei nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 970 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Umgeni Vlei is located 20 km due south-west of Nottingham 
Road in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. The main vlei is about 
300 ha in extent and is underlain by Karoo dolerite. It lies at 
an altitude of 1 840 m a.s.l., with the highest hill in the reserve 
at 2 081 m a.s.l. Mean rainfall is 980 mm p.a., falling mostly 
in summer. The vlei is a large sponge that is the source of the 
Umgeni River. Main habitat types include marsh areas domi-
nated by sedges, flooded grassland and areas of Drakensberg 
Foothill Moist Grassland around the vlei. Rocky hillsides are 
scattered throughout the grasslands.

BirdS
The extensive vlei is good for cranes and both Wattled Crane 
Bugeranus carunculatus and Grey Crowned Crane Balearica 
regulorum regularly breed here. The vlei could potentially 
support White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi. Pale-
crowned Cisticola Cisticola cinnamomeus forages and breeds 
in the flooded grassland adjacent to the vlei. 

The surrounding grassland area supports several species of 
threatened grassland birds, including Blue Crane Anthropoides 
paradiseus, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, African Grass 
Owl Tyto capensis and Yellow-breasted Pipit Anthus chloris. The 
rocky terrain at higher altitude holds Ground Woodpecker Geo
colaptes olivaceus, Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata, 
Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator and Drakensberg 
Rockjumper Chaetops aurantius. Both Cape Vulture Gyps co
protheres and the rare Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus are 
visitors to the area.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Wattled Crane (3–5 breed-
ing pairs and 10–30 individuals), Blue Crane (1–2 breeding 

pairs), Grey Crowned Crane and Yellow-breasted Pipit. Re-
gionally threatened species include African Marsh Harrier 
Circus ranivorus and African Grass Owl.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This is one of the most important sites in South Africa for Wat-
tled Crane. Up to six pairs have nested in the main vlei, with four 
others nesting in four smaller vleis outside the reserve bound-
ary. At least two pairs of Grey Crowned Cranes and one pair of 
Blue Cranes are also present. The site has been little modified in 
the past, having been used only for cattle and sheep grazing. A 
proposal to develop some of the surrounds for agriculture in the 
early 1980s precipitated the acquisition of the site by Natal Parks 
Board (now EKZNW) in 1987 in order to protect the Wattled 
Cranes. Cattle are allowed to graze in the reserve as directed by 
EKZNW. Quite apart from its biodiversity value, Umgeni Vlei 
is a valuable water catchment area, supplying as it does the Um-
geni River, which supports a substantial proportion of South Af-
rica’s gross national product.

Conservation action
WWF-SA is currently engaging with landowners in the catch-
ment as part of the Upper uMgeni Catchment Stewardship 
Project, which will bring considerably more important habitat 
under formal conservation.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Breen et al. (eds) (1985); Johnson et al. (1991). 

midmar nature reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 2 830 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located 5 km west of Howick, the reserve consists of Midmar 
Dam, a large impoundment on the Umgeni River that is sur-
rounded by gently undulating, grass-covered hills and lower-
lying open grassland and vleis. The area ranges in altitude from 
1 040 to 1 138 m a.s.l. Soils are rocky and shale-based, with shal-
low topsoil. The dam itself has a steep profile and is fairly bar-
ren. The climate is warm-temperate. Rainfall averages 775 mm 
p.a., falling mostly in summer (October–March). The terrestrial 
vegetation consists primarily of Southern KwaZulu-Natal Moist 
Grassland. Some of the ‘grassland’ is actually old farm plots that 
have recovered quite well. There is a small scrub forest where the 
Umgeni River flows into the dam.

BirdS
The grasslands and vleis support several threatened species, 
including Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum and Blue 
Crane Anthropoides paradiseus. The vlei also occasionally 
holds African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus. The surround-
ing grassland supports Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix na
nus, Broad-tailed Warbler Schoenicola brevirostris, Denham’s 
Bustard Neotis denhami, Black-bellied Bustard Lissotis mela
nogaster and Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus. 
A pair of Martial Eagles Polemaetus bellicosus also regularly 
forages in the reserve.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane (flocks of up to 
50 birds) and Grey Crowned Crane (flocks of up to 50 birds), 
which are also seen in surrounding farmland. Black-rumped 
Buttonquail is a regionally threatened species. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Early in its history, Midmar Dam attracted lots of ducks and 
geese, but this was a result of eutrophication, driven by the 
decay of inundated vegetation. Once this resource had been 
exhausted, the true character of the dam became apparent and 
duck numbers have never been high since. The intensive use 

of much of the water surface for human recreation discour-
ages the congregation of large numbers of ducks. In 2004 the 
dam wall was raised, resulting in the loss of approximately 
54% of the original grassland and wetland habitat. Invasive 
alien plants such as wattle Acacia dealbata and A. mearnsii, 
bramble Rubus species and bluegum Eucalyptus species occur 
along the western, northern and eastern shorelines. 

Conservation action
Midmar was proclaimed a nature reserve in 1968 and is ad-
ministered by EKZNW. It conserves an important component 
of the Vulnerable Southern KwaZulu-Natal Moist Grassland, 
and the grasslands of the reserve are some of the last remain-
ing in an area that is heavily transformed or degraded.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 
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impendle nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 8 760 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
The reserve centre lies 11 km due south of Impendle town and 
about 50 km west of Pietermaritzburg. The terrain is undulat-
ing, steep and rocky at the highest points, and dissected by 
small river drainage lines that fall over a minor escarpment as 
they join the Umkomaas River, which forms much of the site’s 
southern boundary. The altitude ranges from 935 to 1 586 m 
a.s.l. The site is predominantly grassland. Some of this was lost 
to agriculture, but more than 2 000 ha remain, most of which 
is Southern KwaZulu-Natal Moist Grassland, Drakensberg 
Foothill Moist Grassland and Midlands Mistbelt Grassland. 
In its pristine state, this grassland should be dominated by red 
grass Themeda triandra, but the scarcity of this grass indicates 
that the site has been man-modified in the past. Approximate-
ly 850 ha of Southern Mistbelt Forest are found in the reserve.

BirdS
The vlei is very good for African Marsh Harrier Circus rani
vorus, Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum and Wattled 
Crane Bugeranus carunculatus. The surrounding rolling grass-
land holds six pairs of Blue Swallow Hirundo atrocaerulea. 
Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis 
denhami, Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri and 
Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus also occur. A 
flock of Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus is often present. 
The forest is home to Bush Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapillus, Or-
ange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi, Knysna Turaco Tauraco 
corythaix and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. Other southern 
African endemics include Cape Grassbird Sphenoeacus afer, 
Drakensberg Prinia Prinia hypoxantha, Jackal Buzzard Buteo 
rufofuscus and Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Southern Bald Ibis, Blue Crane, 
Blue Swallow (3–4 breeding pairs and 20–30 individuals), Grey 
Crowned Crane, Denham’s Bustard, Wattled Crane (one breed-
ing pair and three individuals) and Bush Blackcap. Regionally 
threatened species are Orange Ground Thrush, Lanner Falcon 

Falco biarmicus and Cape Parrot Poicephalus robustus. Biome-
restricted species that are commonly encountered are Knysna 
Turaco and Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Land claims have been lodged for certain sections of the reserve 
and fences along some boundaries are regularly cut. Invasive 
alien plants such as bramble Rubus species are a problem in cer-
tain areas, but they are actively controlled.

Conservation action
Impendle Nature Reserve consists of a series of farms that 
were first settled by colonists more than 100 years ago. Most 
of the land was devoted to cattle grazing, but small areas have 
been used for crops. The farms were purchased in the late 
1970s by the government for the purpose of consolidating 
the old KwaZulu homeland and they have been uninhabited 
since 1980. The value of this Trust Land to conservation was 
recognised in 1983 with the proposal to formally convert the 
area into Impendle Nature Reserve. Even though EKZNW 
has been the management authority for Impendle since 1994, 
the reserve was only formally proclaimed in 2005. 

The reserve holds one of the largest populations of Blue 
Swallow remaining in South Africa, and its staff monitors this 
population annually. Research into the breeding biology of 
the species is also being undertaken on the reserve.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

kwazulu-natal miStBelt graSSlandS
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 29 410 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
This IBA consists of a series of disconnected grassland patches 
on farms located in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. The total ex-
tent of the patches adds up to 29 410 ha. The region is roughly 
bounded in the west by the Umtamvuna River; in the south and 
east by the 900-m a.s.l. contour line (below this the climate is 
too warm and dry for mistbelt grassland); and in the north by 
high ground above about 1 300 m a.s.l. (where the climate be-
comes too cold for mistbelt grassland). The terrain is rolling hills 
dissected by rivers and streams. Soils are often deep, allowing 
small streams to run underground, and sinkholes are a typical 
feature. The altitude (of the patches within the IBA, as interven-
ing ground may have lower-lying valleys) ranges from 920 to 
1 340 m a.s.l. The principal vegetation is (or was before most 
of it was transformed) Midlands Mistbelt Grassland. The farms 
listed support viable units of mistbelt grassland and pairs of Blue 
Swallows Hirundo atrocaerulea, and are important for the con-
servation of grassland birds in the district. The climate is tem-
perate. Mist is frequent in summer, as is frost in winter. Rainfall 
averages 900–1 150 mm p.a.

BirdS
This area holds one of the highest concentrations of Blue Swal-
lows in the southern African sub-region. At least 30 nests are 
known, and additional sites are likely in areas that have not 
yet been properly explored. Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami 
occurs and two traditional lekking sites are located here. A 
Southern Bald Ibis Geronticus calvus colony is located on the 
Umzimkulu cliffs. Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus and 
Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum nest in the district.

The open grasslands support Secretarybird Sagittarius 
serpentarius, Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus, 
Corn Crake Crex crex, Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix na
nus and Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis.

iBa trigger SpecieS
The primary reason for the IBA having been declared is its 
breeding population of globally threatened Blue Swallows, with 
between 30 and 35 pairs breeding and a total of c. 100–150 

individuals. Other globally threatened species are Southern 
Bald Ibis, with a breeding colony of up to 30 pairs, Denham’s 
Bustard, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Blue Crane (breed-
ing), Grey Crowned Crane, Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucor
vus leadbeateri (at least three breeding groups), Secretarybird 
and Yellow-breasted Pipit Anthus chloris. Regionally threatened  
species are African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Striped 
Flufftail and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The area consists of privately owned farmland, communally 
owned land and forestry land. Because the land was ideal for 
farming, no provision for formal conservation was made. 
Nevertheless, the way in which the land was used allowed 
most wildlife to survive. Cattle grazing, for example, is a land 
use entirely compatible with the well-being of the Blue Swal-
low. However, much of the land has been converted to pasture 
or growing maize to feed dairy cows. In addition, since 1950 
timber has been more profitable than dairy farming and the 
trend towards afforestation has accelerated since the 1980s. 
The climate and soils of the Midlands Mistbelt are exception-
ally favourable for timber and there is great incentive for farm 
owners to sell their properties, or lease parts of them, to paper 
mill giants for the growing of plantations. Much of the region 
has now been converted into timber monoculture. This is the 
most direct threat to the largest Blue Swallow population re-
maining in KwaZulu-Natal. 

To a fair extent in practice, objections to planting for rea-
sons of nature conservation are taken seriously. Nevertheless, 
at most 6% of the original habitat suitable for Blue Swallows 
in the Ixopo area remains. If strict criteria are used and habi-
tat fragments too small or isolated to be of use are excluded, 
perhaps only 3% remains. Conversations with older farmers 
reveal that the areas that are now under timber but are pre-
sumed to have been suitable for Blue Swallows did indeed 
support the species before timber was planted. 

Conversion of old timberlands back to something resem-
bling grassland is a possibility. However, this would be very 
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difficult, given the propensity for alien weeds to invade such de-
graded habitat. This has not been attempted yet. Another real 
problem, and one that is only just beginning to be understood, is 
that most of the holes used by Blue Swallows for nesting are cre-
ated by aardvarks. Not only are these animals now rare, but their 
mobility is restricted by roads and alien habitats. So grassland 
fragments that are apparently suitable for Blue Swallows remain 
unused because there is no longer a supply of fresh nest holes. 

Existing holes have a limited life span, generally collapsing af-
ter 5–10 years. Natural sinkholes must be rarer than formerly. 
In addition, timber plantations that use large amounts of wa-
ter cause stream flow to be reduced or even to cease altogether. 
New underground channels are therefore not likely to be cre-
ated. One solution to the shortage of nest holes is for interested 
landowners to dig substitute holes. This measure has already 
had some success and may contribute to conserving the Blue 
Swallow in the short term.

Apart from the presence of the Blue Swallow, these grasslands 
merit conservation in their own right. Midlands Mistbelt Grass-
land is endemic to KwaZulu-Natal, yet its conservation status is 
one of the poorest of all KwaZulu-Natal veld types. Only 47% of 
the original extent of this habitat type remains. 

Conservation action
Conservation activities centring on the Blue Swallow are co-
ordinated by the Blue Swallow Working Group, whose mem-
bers come from BirdLife South Africa, EWT, EKZNW and 
forestry companies or are private landowners. Through Biodi-
versity Stewardship initiatives, private landowners are enter-
ing into agreements to formally declare land. Most recently, 
Roselands, which supports 3–4 pairs of Blue Swallows, was 
designated a nature reserve. A Biodiversity Stewardship of-
ficer is also currently working with other landowners in the 
district. In order to conserve the species, it is imperative that 
the last remaining habitat where Blue Swallows occur is man-
aged for conservation, and Biodiversity Stewardship is a way 
to do this. All known Blue Swallow nests are monitored each 
year by EKZNW, with help from members of the Blue Swal-
low Working Group. A niche model has also been developed 
and ground truthing is being undertaken to investigate other 
areas that may potentially support Blue Swallow.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Combrink et al. (eds) (2013); Evans et al. (2009, 2010); Johnson et al. 
(1996); Marchant (2012, 2013); Savy (2003); Scott-Shaw et al. (1996); 
Wakelin (2006). 

System. It opens to the sea via an outlet that was created 
artificially at the time of the construction of Richards Bay 
harbour in 1976. In the dry season, the rivers almost cease 
flowing; in wetter times they carry considerable volumes of 
water into the bay. Flows naturally play an important part in 
keeping the new mouth of the sanctuary area open. The cli-
mate is subtropical and humid; average rainfall is 1 400 mm 
p.a., falling mostly in summer.

The once-extensive papyrus swamps on the Mhlatuze River 
floodplain have been largely drained and the land used for 
sugar-cane cultivation. The natural remnants in the Richards 
Bay area are fragmented and disturbed, and are surrounded 
by industrial sites, roads and dumps. Vegetation alongside the 
Richards Bay–Empangeni road consists of extensive stands of 
papyrus, with tall, dense, coarse grass and forbs at the edge. 
The substrate is flooded within the papyrus beds and the veg-
etation is very dense, making penetration almost impossible. 
Other sites in the area have Phragmites reeds or mixed emer-
gent sedges, grass and bulrushes. The lagoon is tidal and very 
shallow, and is fringed by extensive stands of mangroves. It 
contains no palustrine wetland habitat of significance, except 
for some extensive Phragmites beds at its north-western end.

Salt-marsh communities have been, or are in the process of 
being, eliminated on the harbour side of the development. On 
the sanctuary side, salt-tolerant Phragmites reeds tend to dom-
inate this niche. Most of the mangroves on the harbour side 
of the development have been killed or eradicated. Those that 
remain are becoming buried by silt. On the sanctuary side, the 
Rhizophora mangrove community represents the best surviv-
ing population in KwaZulu-Natal. A well-preserved remnant 
of climax coastal dune forest remains on the eastern side of 
the sanctuary area. On the harbour side of the development 
virtually no dune forest remains; instead, Casuarina planta-
tions dominate the dunes. On the steep slopes, sand stabilisa-
tion has been successful. Savanna communities overlook the 
sanctuary from higher land near Lake Cubhu. Ilala palms are 
scattered throughout.

BirdS
The sanctuary portion of Richards Bay holds more than 10 000  
waterbirds. The wetland supports a complex community 
of water-associated birds that is seldom dominated by any 
particular species. The abundances of different species vary  
considerably as water levels and other conditions shift. The 
avifauna is diverse, largely as a result of the mosaic nature of 
the marginal vegetation along the water’s edge, and the fact 
that several species reach the most southerly limit of their 
Afro-tropical distribution here.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Regionally threatened species are Pink-backed Pelican Peleca
nus rufescens (1–35 individuals), Caspian Tern Sterna caspia 
(4–50 individuals), Mangrove Kingfisher Halcyon senegaloi
des, Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus (1–140 indi-
viduals) and Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus (1–97 
individuals). Species that surpass the 0.5% population thresh-
old are Little Tern Sterna albifrons (16–700 individuals) and 
Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybrida (1–200 individuals). 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The harbour, which was officially opened in 1976, was de-
veloped to serve the coal mines of the interior. EKZNW ad-
ministers the reserve. Almost all the rivers that used to flow 
into the estuary have been canalised as land reclamation has 
proceeded.

The primary threat to the small area of estuary remaining 
in Richards Bay is the ever-increasing amount of sugar cane 
that is grown on the floodplain and the increasing levels of silt 
deposition in the sanctuary area; these threaten to change the 
dynamics of the estuary. Other threats to the system include 
inappropriate manipulation of the water level, and pollution, 
drainage and loss of habitats as a result of increased indus-
trialisation. Richards Bay was once a very important nursery 
ground for many fish and invertebrate populations along the 
KwaZulu-Natal coast. This function has now mostly been lost. 
Various local extinction events are evident.

The IBA has been down-listed from a global to a sub-regional 
IBA because recent surveys indicate that the site may only oc-
casionally surpass the 10 000 waterbird threshold. Historically, 
more than 20 000 waterbirds (qualifying the site for global IBA 
status) were regularly recorded, with up to 50 000 birds present 
during summer migrations. In addition, the nearby Thulazihle-
ka Pan, which was previously included as part of the IBA, has 
now been excluded because it is heavily polluted and no longer 
supports significant numbers of waterbirds. 

There is no doubt that, had there been no industrial devel-
opment at Richards Bay, it would have been one of the finest 
wetlands for birds in Africa.

Conservation action
Richards Bay Game Reserve is a declared nature reserve ad-
ministered by EKZNW.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Allan et al. (1999); Allan et al. (2002); Begg (1978); Cyrus (1998, 2001); 
Pretorius (2012); Ryan et al. (1986); Taylor et al. (2013); Turpie (1995).

richardS Bay game reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1, C4i, iii)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 1 290 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located c. 190 km north of Durban, this site consists of 
the Richards Bay Game Reserve, which was formed when a 
berm wall was erected across Richards Bay estuary in 1976. 
The development of the harbour resulted in the division of 
the Richards Bay estuary into two sections by a 4-km-long 
causeway. To the north-east of the berm, unrestricted har-
bour and industrial development proceeded; the northern 
section consists of deep water holding clean-cargo berths 
and small-craft berths, an island known as Pelican Island 

and two breakwaters. To the south-west of the berm, the bay 
was left undisturbed as a nature reserve (or sanctuary area). 
Here, three rivers flow into the shallow mudflats and estua-
rine area. The Mtantatweni River drains Lake Cubhu, which 
lies to the south; an unnamed channel in the south-western 
corner of the sanctuary drains the sugar-cane lands on the 
floodplain; and the primary river, the Mhlatuze, forms the 
estuary. All the rivers are canalised. In feeding the south-
ern lagoon, the Mhlatuze drains the largest section of the 
severely disturbed and modified Greater Mhlatuze Wetland 
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greater ingwangwana river
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 1 280 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located c. 18 km due south of Underberg, this IBA has as its 
major feature the Ingwangwana River, which flows south-
south-eastwards through the southern section of Coleford 
Nature Reserve. The river’s floodplain is fairly flat and nar-
row, rising gently from the south bank to a series of low 
hills that overlook the Ingwangwana’s major tributary, the 
Ndowana River. In the north-western sector of the reserve, 
the slope up from the Ingwangwana is much steeper, rising 
rapidly to a series of high hills (1 745 m a.s.l.), with cliffs of 
Beaufort Sandstone on their south-eastern side. Temperatures 
range from well below freezing to well above 30 °C. Annual 
rainfall averages some 970 mm, falling mainly in summer 
(November–March). Habitat types consist of Drakensberg 
Foothill Moist Grassland and wetlands adjacent to the river, 
including old oxbows.

BirdS
White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi has been seen at this 
site, which could potentially hold 6–8 birds, but it remains to be 
established whether the habitat is only suitable in some years. 
The vlei also holds African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, 
Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum and Wattled Crane 
Bugeranus carunculatus. The surrounding rolling grassland 
supports Black Harrier Circus maurus, Blue Crane Anthropoi
des paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Southern 
Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri and Black-winged Lap-
wing Vanellus melanopterus. The small patches of forest in the 
gullies are home to Bush Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapillus, while 
the rocky outcrops support Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloi
des bifasciata and Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator. 
The nearby mountains hold Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres and 
Black Stork Ciconia nigra, which forage in the reserve. Cape Vul-
tures attend a feeding station when it is provisioned.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture, Wattled Crane 
(a single breeding pair with up to three individuals), Bush 
Blackcap and White-winged Flufftail. Regionally threatened 
species are Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis and Half- 
collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The area includes Coleford Nature Reserve, which was estab-
lished in 1948 and proclaimed in 1959. It was neglected in 
the past but is now under the management of EKZNW. Of 
the very few major threats facing the reserve, the most impor-
tant is encroachment by invasive alien plants. Poaching is also 
known to occur and it may impact Wattle Cranes nesting in 
the surrounding wetlands. 

Conservation action
The wetlands alongside the river were modified before the 
reserve was acquired. Drainage ditches were cut and water 
levels lowered. In a pilot experiment in 1984, one of the vleis 
was ‘restored’ by blocking the ditch, with dramatic results. A 
Wattled Crane nest was built and two eggs were laid in it, all 
within a month. Coleford was a well-known Wattled Crane 
nest site until 1990. The disappearance of the cranes was pos-
sibly the result of disturbance, as the nest sites were close 
to a fisherman’s path and grazing horses often harassed the 
birds. The horses are no longer present. The Wattled Cranes 
returned and bred in the vlei in 2013 and 2014. The site has 
potentially excellent White-winged Flufftail habitat, but it is 
not yet known how regularly the species occurs here. 

The Ingwangwana River catchment is significant for biodi-
versity conservation. The wetland contains good floodplain 
habitat and the site should be regarded as of the highest im-
portance and accorded the appropriate conservation. The 
wetlands are ranked as high priority by NFEPA due to the 
presence of cranes and because they are in good condition, 
with more than 75% of the original habitat remaining. The site 
is noteworthy as an example of a diverse mosaic of palustrine 
vegetation, especially of Juncus-dominated communities, 
which are not commonly found elsewhere in the region. The 
site also appears to be important for amphibians. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com  

Further reading
De Klerk et al. (2010); Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife (2011); Taylor (1997a, 
1997b). 

franklin vlei 
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 2 330 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
Franklin Vlei is a large, complex wetland that has several areas 
of significance. The first of these is Vogelvlei, which is com-
paratively undisturbed. It is not burned annually and normal-
ly has moderate grazing pressure. Depending on the amount 
of rain, the area may be moist or flooded up to 1 m in depth. 
A channel and associated pools are more deeply flooded and 
provide open water patches for most of the year. In the most 
deeply flooded areas the dominant vegetation is extensive 
beds of Typha and Phragmites, whereas in permanently shal-
lowly flooded to saturated ground large sedges, most notably 
Carex species, dominate. In seasonally wet peripheral areas, 
sedge meadow communities exist, grading into hygrophilous 
grassland. There are also a number of ditches and pools.

The second significant area is the causeway that crosses a 
wet zone of the vlei near Franklin village. This zone was cre-
ated after the main channel became blocked by debris follow-
ing floods in 1959; proposals to reduce the water level have 
been a source of controversy ever since. The area adjacent to 
the causeway is permanently flooded and contains very large 
beds of Typha; large stands of Phragmites (mostly along the 
river channels); much floating and emergent grass, with many 
patches of open water that are often secluded; and areas of tall 
flooded sedges and grass on moist to wet ground at the edges 
of the wetland.

The Llewellyn area is an arm of the main Franklin Vlei and 
has similar vegetation to most other areas of the main wet-
land. Much of it is heavily grazed and most is burned annu-
ally, so that rallid habitat is restricted. Nevertheless, there are 
patches of taller, denser vegetation along channels in deeply 
flooded areas and at the wetland’s edges.

Rheboksfontein has extensive beds of almost monospecific 
Carex species; stands of Phragmites and Typha in its more 

deeply flooded areas; excellent mixed sedges and, in wet areas, 
smaller sedges; and hygrophilous grasses towards its periph-
ery. There is a large area of old Eragrostis hay fields adjacent to 
the vlei that have not been mowed for several years and have 
developed an excellent cover of mixed grass and forbs. The 
presence of well-developed, fringing grassland adjacent to 
plant-species-rich sedge meadow and hygrophilous grassland 
is unique in the area and of great potential for rallids.

Flitwick Grange has a large central area of Carex species, 
with mixed sedge beds and fringing mixed tussocky sedges, 
Juncus and grasses. Its periphery is heavily grazed, but its  
central regions are largely undisturbed. There is some Typha 
at the vlei’s inlet and outlet streams.

Holwell is a much-degraded wetland, dominated by grass 
and short sedge species, that has been partially drained by the 
digging of a furrow along its centre. It is grazed and quite fre-
quently burned.

The Ruswarp area is predominantly moist grassland, with 
sedge meadow in wetter depressions, along the Mzintlava River. 
It is heavily grazed by sheep over much of its area, frequently 
burned and has some poplar plantations near the river.

Hebron is largely protected and has excellent beds of Carex 
species, stands of Typha and Phragmites along stream chan-
nels, and areas of mixed sedges and hygrophilous grasses.

BirdS
The Franklin Vlei system has the largest known (i.e. properly 
counted/estimated) White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi 
population in South Africa. The flufftails inhabit the Carex-
dominated areas and the taller vegetation at Vogelvlei. How-
ever, the current status of this species is not well known since 
the last confirmed sightings occurred more than 15 years ago. 
Red-chested Flufftail S. rufa is present throughout the shallowly 
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flooded edge habitats, while Baillon’s Crake Porzana pusilla is 
locally numerous in years of suitable flooding conditions. Eur-
asian Bittern Botaurus stellaris is regular at the site and the  
Palearctic race of Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus is regularly 
recorded from Vogelvlei and other sections of Franklin Vlei. 

In summer, when the vlei is shallowly flooded, White Storks 
Ciconia ciconia roost at Vogelvlei (1 500 were counted in Jan-
uary 1996), probably representing a large part of this bird’s 
East Griqualand population. Many remain to feed at Vogelvlei 
during the day, the remainder dispersing to other parts of the 
wetland system. Five or six pairs of Wattled Crane Bugeranus 
carunculatus breed here, three of which nest in the Hebron 
wetlands. The vegetation is too short and sparse over most of 
the area to support many rallids, although the listed wetland 
species are found in pockets of suitable cover. Corn Crake 
Crex crex occurs in hygrophilous grassland at the edge of 
the wetland, especially in years when patches of moist mixed 
grassland are allowed to develop without disturbance.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are White-winged Flufftail and 
Wattled Crane, with 5–6 breeding pairs of the latter occur-
ring. Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum also breeds 
and roosts in the IBA. Regionally threatened birds include 
species such as African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and African 
Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This is one of the few sites in the world where White-winged 
Flufftail is known to occur. It also hosts one of the most im-
portant breeding populations of Wattled Crane in KwaZulu-
Natal. The vlei is mostly under private ownership. For many 
years the Franklin Vlei system has been subjected to virtually 
uncontrolled modification, damage and abuse. It is rated as 
one of the priority wetlands of KwaZulu-Natal, with impor-
tant functional values for water storage, stream-flow regula-
tion, flood attenuation, sediment trapping, waste assimilation 
and wildlife protection. Its importance to conservation can-
not be over-emphasised. It is a prime example of a palustrine 
wetland system. The vlei system urgently requires long-term 
protection as well as an integrated management plan for the 
whole Franklin catchment area. 

Factors adversely affecting Franklin Vlei at present are the 
drowning of large wetland areas by building dams; reducing 
inflow to the vlei by damming tributary streams and not re-
leasing sufficient water from dams at the right times of the 
year; wasteful irrigation, including centre pivots; the digging 
of boreholes; annual burning and spring grazing of large sec-
tions of the palustrine wetland vegetation; and the uncon-
trolled spread of invasive wattles along the Mzintlava River 
and in the adjacent veld.

Conservation action
Most of the IBA is unprotected, but the owners of the Hebron 
section are pursuing Biodiversity Stewardship, facilitated by 
EWT.
 

Further reading
Begg (1989); Taylor (1994, 1995, 1997a, 1997b).

penny park
Status: Global IBA (A1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 560 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
Located 5 km north-east of Kokstad at an altitude of 1 300 m 
a.s.l., this IBA occupies the valley bottom along the course of 
the Manzimnyama River as it meanders through agricultural 
land. What remains of the natural vegetation comprises East 
Griqualand Grassland. The permanently saturated to flooded 
areas, especially the lowest depressions in the vlei, are Typha-
dominated. Tall sedges are locally dominant in less perma-
nently and deeply flooded conditions as well as in seasonally 
flooded areas, where they occur alongside various grass spe-
cies. Seasonal or ephemeral flooding in sedge meadow and 
hygrophilous grassland is often extensive and up to 50 cm 
deep, but in some years much of the floodplain remains al-
most completely dry. To the west of the main floodplain area, 
in grazing land adjacent to the Mzintlava River, old oxbows 
provide small and relatively insignificant patches of sedge-
dominated palustrine wetland habitat.

BirdS
This is one of only four sites in South Africa known to have held 
White-winged Flufftail Sarothrura ayresi regularly over the past 
eight years. However, surveys carried out in 2014 did not locate 
the species. This site has held up to four White-winged Flufftails 
in years of good flooding. It is a good site for African Rail Rallus 
caerulescens, while the amount of breeding habitat for Baillon’s 
Crake Porzana pusilla was so extensive in January 1992 that a 
minimum breeding population of 120–140 pairs was estimated. 
This number is much higher than any known or estimated from 
any other site in South Africa, and probably from any site of 
comparable size on the African continent.

Lesser Moorhen Gallinula angulata has been recorded once, 
and Corn Crake Crex crex is probably annual in grassland 
around the vlei. Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris is resident 
and is presumed to breed. The winter reedbed roost of Grey 
Crowned Cranes Balearica regulorum builds up to numbers 
in excess of 100. In the same season, the wetland is an impor-
tant local site for ducks and geese, with 350–400 birds present 
when there is moderate flooding. Over the past few years a 
pair of Wattled Cranes Bugeranus carunculatus has bred an-
nually at the site.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are White-winged Flufftail, Grey 
Crowned Crane (up to 100 individuals may roost in the wetland) 
and Wattled Crane (one breeding pair and three individuals).

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This is a significant site in view of the occurrence of White-
winged Flufftail. Among the sites for this species in South Af-
rica it is unique in that it has no Carex-dominated vegetation; 
the birds occur in vegetation types from which they are not 
recorded elsewhere in the country. The wetland floodplain 
habitat is found nowhere else in East Griqualand and it merits 
the highest possible conservation status. The fact that it con-
tains such good habitats and such an impressive diversity of 
wetland birds is all the more remarkable when one considers 
the history of burning and grazing to which much of the site 
has been subjected. In the early 1990s there was a proposal to 
dam the entire wetland but, after discussion and objections, 
this plan was abandoned.

Conservation action
Threats at the IBA have been greatly reduced in recent times. Ex-
tensive efforts to rehabilitate the wetland have been undertaken 
and were rewarded almost immediately when a pair of Wattled 
Cranes took up residence and bred. The owner of Penny Park 
is currently entering into Biodiversity Stewardship facilitated by 
EWT. The declaration of this property will help secure the future 
of the site and greatly improve management. 

Further reading
Begg (1989); Taylor (1994, 1997a, 1997b). 
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mount currie nature reServe
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C1)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 1 770 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located 4 km north of Kokstad, the reserve consists of Mount 
Currie itself and its lower slopes. Its altitude ranges from  
1 430 to 2 224 m a.s.l. The mountain top has some rocky crags 
and precipices composed primarily of basalt and dolerite. The 
climate is temperate. Frost is regular in winter and snow occa-
sional; rainfall averaged 693 mm p.a. between 1992 and 1998.

The dominant vegetation in the site is open grassland, but 
there are extensive areas of open woodland dominated by Pro
tea caffra or P. roupelliae. Lower-lying areas were, historically, 
heavily farmed and have thatch grass as the legacy. Old wattle 
plantations have been cleared and the land is being rehabili-
tated back to grassland. Small areas of montane and scrub for-
est line some of the watercourses. The lower end of the reserve 
has an artificial impoundment that serves as a water supply 
for Kokstad. Upstream of the impoundment are wetlands that 
were historically drained, but these have been rehabilitated.

BirdS
The rivers, floodplains, pans, dams and vleis are important for 
many wetland-dependent and wetland-associated birds such 
as Black Stork Ciconia nigra, which breeds in gorges in the 
nearby mountains. The wetland areas support African Marsh 
Harrier Circus ranivorus. Up to 33 pairs of Striped Flufftail Sa
rothrura affinis occur in the reserve, one of the highest densities 
in the country. African Grass Owl Tyto capensis, Blue Crane 
Anthropoides paradiseus and Southern Ground-Hornbill  
Bucorvus leadbeateri occur in the grasslands. Cape Vulture 
Gyps coprotheres and Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus  
occasionally cruise over the reserve, and Bearded Vulture 
Gypaetus barbatus has bred in the cliffs above it. Both vul-
ture species visit the vulture feeding area, which is regularly 
provisioned with carcasses. The rocky slopes and montane  

areas support Black Harrier Circus maurus, Buff-streaked 
Chat Campicoloides bifasciata, Drakensberg Rockjumper 
Chaetops aurantius, Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi 
and Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator. The thickets 
on the slopes hold Bush Blackcap Lioptilus nigricapillus.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Bush Blackcap is a globally threatened species, while regionally 
threatened species are Striped Flufftail and African Grass Owl. 
A number of restricted-range and biome-restricted species  
occur, including Buff-streaked Chat, Drakensberg Rock-
jumper, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus 
ruficapilla, Olive Bush-shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus and 
Gurney’s Sugarbird.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The most notable threat is a proposal for a low-cost housing 
project across from the reserve in an area that is an important 
buffer for it and supports two pairs of Martial Eagle and oribi. 
The proposed development area is on a slope and is, therefore, 
susceptible to erosion and not necessarily suitable for hous-
ing. This and neighbouring slopes form part of the catchment 
that supplies water to Kokstad and if this area is not carefully 
managed it will impact negatively on the water security of the 
town. EKZNW has been working to incorporate this land into 
the reserve and a notice to declare it part of the reserve has 
been published. 

Invasive alien plants such as firethorn Pyracantha species, 
bramble Rubus species, sweet briar Rosa rubiginosa, silver 
wattle Acacia mearnsii, black wattle A. dealbata and black-
wood A. melanoxylon are a constant threat and need to be 
actively managed in order to prevent their spread into the 

oriBi gorge nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 1 880 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Situated 21 km west of Port Shepstone, this reserve has as its 
most notable feature a spectacular gorge with many steep, sheer 
cliffs. The altitude of the reserve ranges from 120 to 680 m  
a.s.l. The Oribi and Murchison flats (north and south of the re-
serve respectively) are structural plains or pseudo-peneplains 
that were formed by the weathering and erosion of a layer of 
softer rock on top of a harder one. Between these plains, the 

Umzimkulwana River has cut a 500-m-deep gorge through 
the softer Table Mountain Sandstone down to the granite. The 
Umzimkulwana River is mature, with a boulder type substrate 
and short, shallow rapids with a few low waterfalls. Three arti-
ficial impoundments span the river within the reserve. Average 
rainfall is 1 120 mm p.a., falling mainly in summer (October–
March). Mean daily maximum temperature is highest in Febru-
ary (25.4 °C) and lowest in July (20.5 °C).

Vegetation along the lower half of the river is more lush than 
along the upper half and consists of reedbeds, overhanging 
trees and limited stretches of grassy banks. There are a few still 
pools along the edge of the main stream. A number of clear, 
permanent and semi-permanent feeder streams enter the river 
from the steep slopes of the gorge. The rock formations are 
sandstone overlying granite. Eight different vegetation types 
have been distinguished in the reserve, the most extensive of 
which are forest and thicket. Shrubland, woodland, grassland 
and lithophytic communities occur to a lesser degree. The 
grassland is Ngongoni Veld and includes a diversity of small 
flowering plants. In places there are stands of proteas.

BirdS
The grassland and lightly wooded areas hold Grey Crowned 
Crane Balearica regulorum, Southern Ground-Hornbill 

surrounding grasslands. Indigenous oldwood Leucosidea seri
cea and bracken fern Pteridium species are also becoming a 
problem in certain parts of the reserve as they are encroach-
ing into grasslands.

Conservation action
The reserve was proclaimed in 1981 and is administered by 
EKZNW. Provincial government owns 204 ha and the rest is 
on long lease from the Kokstad municipality. Mount Currie is 
unique in that the fire regime is implemented specifically to 
create suitable habitat for bird species such as Striped Flufftail, 
African Grass Owl and Black Harrier. A burn mosaic ensures 
that there are blocks of two-year-old grassland, which are pre-
ferred by Striped Flufftail, in the reserve at all times. Specific 
wetland and grassland areas are allowed to become moribund 
to provide suitable habitat for African Grass Owl. A vulture 
feeding area is also managed on the reserve. Alien plant clear-
ing is undertaken and the wetlands have been rehabilitated by 
Working for Water. 

Mount Currie has historical and cultural significance in that 
it marks the final destination of the trek of the Griquas under 
Adam Kok III, from the Orange Free State, in 1863. It is also of 
considerable botanical importance. Representing the outlying 
southernmost limit of Drakensberg endemism, it carries the 
best complement of local endemics. It is also a remnant, from 
a cold climatic episode, of an ancient land bridge between the 
floras of the Cape and southern KwaZulu-Natal.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com

Further reading
Taylor (1994). 
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Bucorvus leadbeateri and Natal Spurfowl Pternistis natalen
sis. The forest supports small numbers of wintering Spot-
ted Ground Thrush Zoothera guttata as well as populations 
of Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, Knysna Woodpecker 
Campethera notata (at its northern and eastern extrem-
ity), Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Brown Scrub 
Robin Erythropygia signata, Forest Canary Serinus scotops, 
Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca and Grey Sunbird 
Cyanomitra veroxii.

The cliffs just outside the boundary of the reserve hold a 
breeding colony of Cape Vultures Gyps coprotheres, which 
visit the feeding area inside the reserve whenever it is provi-
sioned. The cliffs also support a small Peregrine Falcon Falco 
peregrinus population. Other raptors in the reserve include 
Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, African Marsh Harrier 
Circus ranivorus and African Grass Owl Tyto capensis. The 
backwaters of the river are the home of African Finfoot Podica 
senegalensis.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture (30–40 breeding 
pairs and 80–120 individuals), Spotted Ground Thrush, Knysna 
Woodpecker and Grey Crowned Crane. Regionally threatened 
species are Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Half-collared King-
fisher Alcedo semitorquata and African Broadbill Smithornis 
capensis. Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are 
fairly common include Knysna Woodpecker, Knysna Turaco, 
Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Chorister Robin-Chat, 
White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Brown Scrub Robin, 
Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapilla,  
Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Black-bellied Star-
ling and Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The main threat to the reserve is the alien plants that are invad-
ing both forests and grasslands. Some of the most significant 
invaders are bugweed Solanum mauritanium, tickberry Lan
tana camara, wattles Acacia species and bluegums Eucalyptus 
species. Invasive alien plants are monitored and controlled by 
reserve management. A threat to the trigger species is a public 
tar road that provides access to the farming communities on 
either side of the reserve. Open 24 hours a day, it allows access 
to the reserve at night, which is a possible security threat. Oc-
casionally road-kill, which includes birds as well as animals 
up to the size of bushbuck, is found along the road.

Conservation action
Prior to its proclamation as a nature reserve in 1950, most 
of the area was a demarcated government forest known as 
Umzimkulwana State Forest. Currently the reserve is admin-
istered by EKZNW. The nature of the terrain has precluded 
modification, and the site exists in an almost pristine state. 
The presence of Heywoodia lucens indicates that the forest was 
part of the extensive tropical forest that once covered much 
of Africa. Private farms where sugar cane is the main crop 
border the reserve. A private commercial game ranch lies on 
its eastern boundary, and occasionally game species that have 
been introduced here are seen inside the reserve.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Beater (1970); Bews (1920); Du Toit (1946); Glen (1972); King (1942). 

umtamvuna nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 2 620 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located 5 km west of Port Edward, Umtamvuna Nature Reserve 
occupies the eastern side of a steep gorge on the Umtamvuna 
River at an altitude that ranges from sea level to 447 m a.s.l. The 
river gorge meanders through the reserve for 25 km before it en-
ters the Indian Ocean 2 km beyond the reserve boundary. Many 
precipitous side streams join the river within the reserve. The 
river is flanked by evergreen forests that are overtopped by up 
to 240 m of often sheer cliffs. These consist of Pondoland Sand-
stone, with small exposures of granite and dolerite in the valley 
bottom. Above the cliffs, on either side, are gently undulating 
sandy, grassy plains on which little-eroded rocky outcrops are 
scattered. There are many seepages and small vleis. The climate 
is warm-temperate, and the area receives an average rainfall of  
1 256 mm p.a., falling mostly in summer.

The vegetation is Pondoland–Ugu Sandstone Coastal Sourveld, 
as well as Scarp Forest that boasts more than 330 woody species. 
It has typical coastal elements, together with species usually as-
sociated with the mist-belt, but many of the dominants are near-
endemics. The grassland is also exceptionally diverse and only a 
third of its species are grasses; the remainder are sedges and forbs.

BirdS
Black Stork Ciconia nigra breeds in the extensive series of cliffs 
in the Umtamvuna Gorge. The grasslands covering the rolling 
hills above the gorge hold threatened species such as Southern 
Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri, African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis and Black Harrier Circus maurus. The backwaters of 
the river are the home of African Finfoot Podica senegalensis. 
The well-developed Scarp Forest supports a small population of 
Spotted Ground Thrush Zoothera guttata in winter. Other forest 
species include Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, Knysna Wood-
pecker Campethera notata, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha  
dichroa, Brown Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Black-bellied 
Starling Notopholia corrusca, Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii 
and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. The scrub and bush at the 
forest edge hold Natal Spurfowl Pternistis natalensis and Gor-
geous Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis.

iBa trigger SpecieS
Spotted Ground Thrush and Knysna Woodpecker are globally 
threatened species. Regionally threatened species are African 
Finfoot, African Grass Owl, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Half-
collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and African Broadbill 
Smithornis capensis. Biome-restricted and restricted-range spe-
cies that may be encountered are Knysna Turaco, Knysna Wood-
pecker, Chorister Robin-Chat, Brown Scrub Robin, Black-bellied 
Starling and Gurney’s Sugar bird Promerops gurneyi.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Umtamvuna was owned from 1939 onwards by the Forestry 
Department, with the original intention of planting timber.  
However, the land was unsuitable for this purpose and was 
never developed. Instead, it was given to the KwaZulu-Natal 

Nature Conservation Service (currently EKZNW) to be pro-
claimed a nature reserve in 1971. The reserve was enlarged in 
1983. During the 1980s two threats loomed, both of which 
seem to have receded. The first was a proposal to dam the 
river downstream of the reserve, to boost the water supply for 
Port Edward. The dammed water would have backed up into 
the reserve, inundating the adjacent riverine vegetation. The 
second was a plan to mine bauxite in the catchment upstream 
of the reserve. There can be little doubt that severe contamina-
tion of the river would have resulted. 

A Cape Vulture colony used to occur and supported up to 
50 breeding pairs, but for reasons that are not immediately 
apparent the colony has been abandoned. 

Conservation action
Umtamvuna is a centre of palaeo-botanical endemism. The 
sandstone substrate is ancient and appears to have acted as a 
barrier to plant migration, as well as having trapped the flora 
already resident. It is, in terms of plant species per unit area, 
one of the most diverse places in South Africa and carries 
the finest remaining example of Pondoland Sandstone flora. 
Some of the plants are extremely rare and localised. Raspa
lia trigyna, for example, was at one time thought to be repre-
sented by only a single plant. This was killed in an accidental 
fire. Another plant has been discovered in the reserve and at-
tempts have been made to re-introduce the species using cut-
tings from plants discovered in the Transkei.

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Piper (1985, 1994). 
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mount moreland
Status: Global IBA (A4ii)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 270 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription
Mount Moreland is located c. 25 km north of Durban and 
approximately 4 km inland from the small town of Umdloti. 
King Shaka International Airport is approximately 4 km away 
to the north, while the N2 highway runs along the IBA’s east-
ern border. Little of the original grassland habitat remains and 
the area is heavily transformed. The dominant feature of the 
IBA is the hill called Mount Moreland, after which the town is 
named. A village comprising 195 residential houses and open 
plots is situated at the top of the hill. There are two wetlands in 
the lower-lying areas: Lake Victoria to the west of the village 
and Froggy Pond to the east. The wetlands are dominated by 
Phragmites reedbeds and drain into the Umdloti River, which 
runs through the southern sections of the IBA as it winds its 
way towards the Indian Ocean. The rest of the IBA consists of 
sugar-cane farmlands that have been cultivated in the remain-
ing lower-lying areas and are the dominant feature of the sur-
rounding landscape. The altitude ranges between 8 and 55 m 
a.s.l. Mount Moreland has a humid, subtropical climate with 
average temperatures of 28 °C in summer and 20 °C in winter. 
The average rainfall for the area is c. 1 000 mm p.a.

BirdS
Every year the Lake Victoria and Froggy Pond wetlands play 
stage to the spectacular arrival of thousands of Barn Swal-
lows Hirundo rustica, which roost in the Phragmites reedbeds. 
Large flocks of Barn Swallows are usually first seen around 
mid- to late October, with mass/peak displays from mid- 
November to the end of the month. Numbers then taper off 
and it is assumed that many swallows continue on their jour-
ney to other parts of South Africa. Nevertheless, hundreds of 
thousands of birds seem to be resident, roosting in the wet-
land during summer. Numbers peak again in March and April 
(this has not occurred in the past two years due to erratic 
weather patterns) before the swallows leave for their migra-
tion back to Europe and Asia.

A resident population of African Marsh Harrier Circus ra
nivorus regularly hunt swallows as they come in to roost. Other 
species such as Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and Sooty Falcon 
F. concolor have also been recorded hunting over the wetland. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
This is the largest single roost of Barn Swallows in South Af-
rica. Assessing the number of swallows is very difficult and 
estimates vary between 1.5 and 10 million birds. However, the 
most accepted figure is approximately 3 million. Another fac-
tor that cannot be determined is how many Barn Swallows 
will stop over at this roost during summer en route to other 
parts of the country. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The major threat to the IBA is the moribund state of the Lake 
Victoria wetland. The wetland has not been burned in more than 
50 years and the moribund material is over 1 m thick in places. 
This is starting to choke the wetland and invasive alien species 
are beginning to take root. Coupled with water extraction due to 
farming activities in the catchment area, there is potential that 
the wetland may eventually silt up completely, resulting in the 
loss of the Phragmites reedbeds and the Barn Swallow roost.

Conservation action
The Lake Victoria Conservancy was established in 1995 and in 
2010 it was renamed the Mount Moreland Conservancy. The 
land is owned by residents who have properties in the conser-
vancy. The remainder of the area is owned by ACSA and Dube 
Tradeport. The Mount Moreland Conservancy actively strives 
to conserve the biodiversity of the site through a number of ini-
tiatives, the most important of which are efforts to raise aware-
ness about Barn Swallows and other forms of biodiversity. Each 
year from October to March between 3 000 and 5 000 people 
visit the site to witness the spectacle of the Barn Swallows com-
ing in to roost. This is one of the biggest birding events in South 
Africa and it plays a very important awareness role.

Mount Moreland Conservancy also ensures that develop-
ments that may affect the site are implemented with care so that 
the Barn Swallow roost will persist. The most important exam-
ple of this was the development of the nearby King Shaka Air-
port. Much media attention was given to the possible impacts 
the airport would have on the swallows. In response to urging 
by the conservancy, ACSA installed a dedicated radar system (a 
first in South Africa) that monitors the movements of the swal-
low flock to prevent collisions with aircraft. No collisions have 
occurred and on only three occasions (over the past 4.5 years) 
have aircraft had to divert due to the proximity of the flock.

ACSA and Dube Tradeport contribute to the conservation 
of the site and it is hoped that, with the development of an 
eco-estate, additional support will be given, especially with 
regard to the removal of invasive alien plants. Biodiversity 
Stewardship options are also being investigated.

Related webpages
www.mountmoreland.com 
www.barnswallow.co.za 
www.mountmorelandconservancy.co.za 

iSimangaliSo wetland park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 217 970 ha

Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Approximately 80 km north of Richards Bay lies iSimangaliso 
Wetland Park and World Heritage Site. The park is located on 
the Mozambique coastal plain between sea level and 480 m a.s.l. 
at the foothills of the Lebombo Mountains. It is bounded by 
the uMfolozi River to the south, Mozambique to the north, the 
Lebombo Mountains to the west and the Indian Ocean to the 
east. A broad diversity of habitats and features make up this 
extensive coastal park. The wetlands, pans, lagoons and estuar-
ies play an internationally significant role for waterbird species 
that are nomadic in the area when conditions change, and are a 
staging site for migrants along the East Coast Flyway.

The basin of St Lucia Lake was cut during the Quaternary 
when sea levels were lower. It is surrounded by three distinct ar-
eas: the Eastern Shores, the Western Shores, and False Bay. Five 
rivers enter the lake: the Nyalazi, Hluhluwe and Mzinene dis-
charge water into False Bay, their floodplains forming more than 
3 000 ha of shallow-water habitat when flooded; the Mkhuze 
River filters through a massive swamp of papyrus and reeds be-
fore flowing into the northern section of Lake St Lucia; and the 
small Mphathe River flows into The Narrows. The lake system is 
about 70 km long and, excluding The Narrows, ranges between 
3 and 18 km wide for most of its length. It is the largest estuarine 
system in Africa, with a water surface area that varies between 
225 and 417 km². Seasonal and long-term hydrological condi-
tions are variable and include periods of hyper-salinity that re-
sult in large changes in the composition and abundance of plant, 
invertebrate, fish and bird species.

The main habitat types are mangrove-fringed tidal banks, 
islands, estuarine mudflats, beds of sedges and tall reeds, 
swamps and grassland. During long-term wet cycles the 
swamps and grassland become flooded seasonally and sur-
round patches of bush and forest on higher ground. The dry 
sand forest around False Bay is never flooded. 

The marsh and swamp complex that the Mkhuze River 
passes through before draining into Lake St Lucia in the north 
is rich in nutrients and characterised by floating vegetation. 
It contains important habitat types, including large areas of 
reedbed and marsh with sedges and grass, pans with good 
fringing and emergent vegetation, swamp forest bordered by 
sedge beds, and coastal grassland.

The Mkhuze River enters the park in the west, flowing 
through an impressive gorge in the Lebombo Mountains in 
the area of the Mkhuze Game Reserve. The Msunduzi River 
flows from west to east, joining the Mkhuze River at Nsumo 
Pan. There are two more large pans, kuDiza and Nhlonhlela, 
in the east near the Mhkuze River, but they are not perma-
nently connected to it. The tropical bush savanna of this area 
is exceptionally diverse. Floodplain grasslands occur on sea-
sonally inundated flats adjacent to the Mkhuze and Msunduzi 
rivers. The major pans, particularly Nsumo Pan, are nutrient-
rich and characterised by floating vegetation. A fig forest sur-
rounds Nsumo Pan and riverine forest lines the banks of the 
Mkhuze River.

To the north of the main Mkhuze swamp are the Mozi, 
Mpempe and Mdlanzi pans, which are long, narrow cut-off 
lakes with mostly bare shorelines and reedbeds mainly at the 
northern end. In the Ozabeni area, the soil becomes progres-
sively sandier and grassland dominates. Together the Mkhuze 
swamp and Ozabeni area contain a diverse mosaic of wetland 
vegetation and appear to be largely undisturbed.

Kosi Bay is an estuary-linked lake system that has been 
transformed into circular bays and lagoons containing fresh 
or brackish water, separated from one another by low beach 
barriers. The system comprises four roughly circular, inter-
connected lakes – Makhawulani, Mpungwini, Nhlange and 
aManzimnyama – a broad channel leading to an estuary 
that opens to the Indian Ocean, and three extensive areas of 
swamp. Two principal rivers, Siyadla and Nswamanzi, feed 
into it. The vegetation includes swamp forest, which is domi-
nated by the giant raffia palm Raphia australis. This is also the 
only system in South Africa in which five species of mangrove 
are found. Dune forest grows on coastal sand dunes in a band 
1–3 km wide that runs parallel to the seashore. Species rich-
ness in this forest is high.

The climate is subtropical, with maximum temperatures vary-
ing between 23 °C and 30 °C. Rainfall averages between 670 and 
1 100 mm p.a. and falls mostly in summer (October–March).
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BirdS
iSimangaliso Wetland Park supports more than 500 bird species 
and is one of the most important breeding areas for waterbirds 
in South Africa, with at least 48 species having bred here. Due 
to the variability of the St Lucia system, the lakes may hold very 
important numbers of a species in some years and almost insig-
nificant numbers in others. The numbers and diversity of water-
birds vary considerably in response to environmental changes. 
Not only are waterbirds largely absent during periods of high 
salinity or elevated water levels, but many species are migratory 
or nomadic, occurring only in defined seasons. 

The lakes, pans and wetlands around Lake St Lucia hold 
large numbers of Pink-backed Pelican Pelecanus rufescens, 
Great White Pelican P. onocrotalus, Yellow-billed Stork Myc
teria ibis, African Spoonbill Platalea alba, Whiskered Tern  
Chlidonias hybrida, African Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer, 
Grey-headed Gull Chroicocephalus cirrocephalus, Cape Shov-
eler Anas smithii, Yellow-billed Duck A. undulata, White-
faced Whistling Duck Dendrocygna viduata, African Jacana 
Actophilornis africanus, Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta 
and Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor. Substantial num-
bers of Palearctic migrant waders occur in summer, with 
Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula, Curlew Sand-
piper Calidris ferruginea and Little Stint C. minuta making up 
the majority of the visitors.

Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus bred here in 1972, 
when some 30 000 birds and 6 000 nests were recorded during 
favourable shallow-water, high-salinity conditions. iSiman-
galiso also holds breeding Goliath Heron Ardea goliath and 
the only breeding population of Saddle-billed Stork Ephip
piorhynchus senegalensis in KwaZulu-Natal. The lake can sup-
port more than 80% of South Africa’s breeding population 
of Caspian Tern Sterna caspia and a large proportion of the 
country’s Woolly-necked Stork Ciconia episcopus and Col-
lared Pratincole Glareola pratincola populations. A number 
of other breeding colonies are found here, including the only 
known colony of Great White Pelicans in south-eastern Af-
rica at False Bay; one of only three Pink-backed Pelican colo-
nies in South Africa at Nsumo Pan; and one of only two South 
African colonies of Yellow-billed Storks, also at Nsumo Pan. 

Wetland-dependent species that occur include Black Heron 
Egretta ardesiaca, African Openbill Anastomus lamelligerus, Af-
rican Pygmy Goose Nettapus auritus, Long-toed Lapwing Vanel
lus crassirostris, African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and Marsh Owl 
Asio capensis. Occasionally small numbers of Lesser Jacana Mic
roparra capensis, Lesser Moorhen Gallinula angulata and Allen’s 
Gallinule Porphyrio alleni are present. Swampy backwaters with 
overhanging vegetation are home to White-backed Night Heron 
Gorsachius leuconotus, African Finfoot Podica senegalensis and 
Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli. 

The open floodplain and flooded grassland areas with dunes 
hold Short-tailed Pipit Anthus brachyurus, Black-rumped But-
tonquail Turnix nanus, Swamp Nightjar Caprimulgus natalen
sis, Black Coucal Centropus grillii and Rosy-throated Longclaw 
Macronyx ameliae, and African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus 
may be found hunting over flooded grassland or marshy or 
swampy habitat. Marginal vegetation around the swamps sup-
ports Southern Brown-throated Weaver Ploceus xanthopterus.

Three restricted-range species of the South East African 
Coast EBA are common in sand forest thickets: Rudd’s Apalis 
Apalis ruddi, Neergaard’s Sunbird Cinnyris neergaardi and Pink-
throated Twinspot Hypargos margaritatus. The endemic nomi-
nate subspecies of African Broadbill Smithornis capensis capen
sis is also found here. Coastal forests hold Southern Banded 
Snake Eagle Circaetus fasciolatus, and in winter small numbers 
of the globally threatened Spotted Ground Thrush Zoothera 
guttata occur. Biome-restricted species associated with coastal 
forests include Brown Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Cho-
rister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Woodwards’ Batis Batis 
fratrum, Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca and Grey 
Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii, while the woodlands hold White-
throated Robin-Chat Cossypha humeralis and Gorgeous Bush-
Shrike Chlorophoneus viridis. Large riverine trees are suitable 
for Bat Hawk Macheiramphus alcinus. The ilala palm specialist, 
Lemon-breasted Canary Crithagra citrinipectus, is also present 
in patches of palm savanna. 

The extensive forest of raffia palms at Kosi Bay supports the 
largest population of breeding Palm-nut Vulture Gypo hierax 
angolensis in South Africa, although this site is relatively  
peripheral and insignificant to the Palm-nut Vulture’s more 
cosmopolitan Afro-tropical range. Mangroves are home to 
Mangrove Kingfisher Halcyon senegaloides. Savanna habi-
tat adjacent to the Lebombo Mountains is important for 

tree-nesting raptors such as Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellico
sus, Bateleur Terathopius ecaudatus and Tawny Eagle Aquila  
rapax, as well as vultures such as White-backed Vulture 
Gyps africanus, Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotos and 
White-headed Vulture Aegypius occipitalis. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Spotted Ground Thrush, 
Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Lesser Flamingo, White-
backed Vulture (6–8 breeding pairs and 18–24 individuals), 
Bateleur (two breeding pairs and up to six individuals), Secre-
tarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Crowned Eagle Stephanoae
tus coronatus and Southern Banded Snake Eagle. Regionally 
threatened species are Pink-backed Pelican (250–300 breed-
ing pairs and 600–900 individuals), Saddle-billed Stork, 
Tawny Eagle (2–3 breeding pairs and up to ten individuals), 
African Marsh Harrier, Black-rumped Buttonquail, African 
Finfoot, Caspian Tern (170 breeding pairs and up to 850 indi-
viduals), African Grass Owl, Pel’s Fishing Owl, Swamp Night-
jar, Mangrove Kingfisher, Short-tailed Pipit, Great White 
Pelican (2 000 breeding pairs and 5 000 mature individuals, 
with up to 7 000 counted), African Pygmy Goose, Lanner Fal-
con Falco biarmicus, Lesser Jacana, Half-collared Kingfisher 
Alcedo semitorquata, African Broadbill, Rosy-throated Long-
claw and Lemon-breasted Canary.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species commonly 
encountered in suitable habitat are Southern Banded Snake 
Eagle, Brown-headed Parrot Poicephalus cryptoxanthus, 
Mangrove Kingfisher, Livingstone’s Turaco Tauraco living
stonii, Chorister Robin-Chat, White-throated Robin-Chat, 
Brown Scrub Robin, Stierling’s Wren-Warbler Calamonastes 
stierlingi, Rudd’s Apalis, Woodwards’ Batis, Gorgeous Bush-
Shrike, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Black-
bellied Starling, Neergaard’s Sunbird, White-bellied Sunbird 
Cinnyris talatala, Grey Sunbird, Pink-throated Twinspot and 
Lemon-breasted Canary.

Species that surpass the 1% congregational threshold are 
Caspian Tern (c. 170 breeding pairs and up to 800 individu-
als have been recorded), African Spoonbill (200–500 breeding 
pairs and up to 1 340 individuals), Greater Flamingo (c. 3 000 
individuals on average, but up to 18  000 individuals have 
been recorded), Great White Pelican and Yellow-billed Stork 
(100–170 breeding pairs and 300–400 individuals). Species 
that surpass the 0.5% congregational threshold are Whiskered 
Tern, Goliath Heron (c. 55 on average, but up to 140 have 
been counted), Great Egret Egretta alba (c. 108 on average, 
but up to 663 have been counted), Lesser Flamingo (c. 1 300 
individuals on average, but up to 14 000 have been counted), 
Curlew Sandpiper (c. 650 on average, but up to 4 100 have 
been counted) and Little Stint (c. 400 on average, but up to  
3 700 have been counted). 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Lake St Lucia depends heavily on the input of sufficient 
fresh water to function and has been subjected to a history 
of modification and dramatic shifts. Originally the uMfolozi 
River and Lake St Lucia had a common mouth. When it was 

thought that silt from the uMfolozi was filling the lake as a re-
sult of the canalisation of the river, a separate mouth was cre-
ated for it in 1959. The mouth was actively maintained until 
June 2002, when fresh water stopped flowing into it from the 
uMfolozi River because of drought conditions. This led to a 
dramatic increase in salinity levels, driven by the low riverine 
input and high evaporation rate. 

The iSimangaliso Authority subsequently raised funding 
from the GEF to investigate and implement a long-term solu-
tion to the hydrological issues facing the Lake St Lucia system. 
In 2011 iSimangaliso publicised its strategy, based on research 
and the input of scientists, to let the uMfolozi River and Lake 
St Lucia re-join in a bid to restore the functioning of the es-
tuarine system. 

During 2012 the uMfolozi came within 300 m of the St Lucia 
mouth. This made the linking of the two systems possible and in 
March the iSimangaliso Authority and EKZNW used a tracked 
excavator to establish a beach spillway between the two mouths. 
The final linkage was made in July of the same year, when the 
uMfolozi mouth closed. Salinity, lake levels and ecosystem 
health are carefully monitored. There are indications that the 
spillway was extremely successful in transferring a large volume 
of water from the uMfolozi catchment to Lake St Lucia while 
the mouth was closed; when it was open, a marine linkage to St 
Lucia was reinstated for the first time in ten years.

Colonial breeding sites of birds are vulnerable to damage by 
human disturbance. African Skimmer Rynchops flavirostris used 
to breed on the shallow sandbanks at St Lucia, but disturbance 
and man-induced changes in their main breeding and feeding 
areas caused the birds to abandon the site. This resulted in the 
extinction of this species in South Africa. Today disturbance 
to breeding colonies is kept to a minimum. In 1983 the Pink-
backed Pelican breeding colony at the mouth of the Hluhluwe 
River in False Bay was deserted. The birds moved to Nsumo Pan 
in Mhkuze Game Reserve where, for reasons that are not obvi-
ous, they still breed today. 

The area has a history of utilisation, habitat modification and 
abuse by humans, and human population pressure is increasing 
along the western boundary of the park. In many respects the 
current habitat structure is the result of modification. Sections 
of riverine forest were cleared in the 1980s. River channels have 
been diverted and canals dug, resulting in increased river gradi-
ents and erosion. In some cases, eroding riverbeds have cut back 
to pans and drained them. Uncontrolled reed harvesting and the 
tapping of ilala palms Hyphaene coriacea for sap also contrib-
ute to habitat degradation. Access to the park is now restricted, 
but incursions into it do take place, especially in the context of 
complex land rights issues. Cattle graze in the park, especially at 
Ozabeni, and slash-and-burn farming practices have led to the 
destruction of swamp forest habitat, particularly in the north. 
The swamp forest in the area is the largest intact example of this 
habitat in KwaZulu-Natal and is listed as Critically Endangered. 
Destruction of it outside iSimangaliso is a serious challenge; in-
side the park, the habitat is closely monitored. 

Illegal gill-net fishing is a significant threat and although it is 
receiving serious attention, it persists in parts of the park at levels 
that are sometimes high. Traditional fishing practices that have 
been used for centuries are permitted to continue at Kosi Bay. 

IsImangalIso Wetland park IBa
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There are concerns, however, that fishing may move beyond the 
subsistence level, leading to declines in fish species in the lake.

Afforestation and the increased use of fertilisers in the catch-
ment area pose a threat to the system by reducing water run-off 
and resulting in the eutrophication of the water that does reach 
the lake. Exotic plants thrive and need to be controlled before 
they overwhelm the local indigenous vegetation.

It is estimated that as much as a third of the vulture popula-
tion at Mkhuze Game Reserve has been lost in recent times. 
The previous IBA directory (Barnes 1998) quoted c. 200 
breeding pairs, which may have been optimistic. Now, with 
an estimated 6–8 pairs remaining (based on the latest aerial 
counts undertaken by EKZNW), the population is under se-
vere threat. The decline is attributed to the poisoning of birds 
for use in ‘muti’ markets. The most recent incident took place 
in late 2013, when 40 White-backed Vultures were found 
with their heads removed. It is also likely that many are lost 
on private farms, where poisons are used to control problem 
animals and the vultures fall victim to secondary poisoning. 

Conservation action
The iSimangaliso Wetland Park consolidates a number of pro-
tected areas previously considered separate parcels of land: 
St Lucia Game Reserve, False Bay Nature Reserve, St Lucia 
Park, Cape Vidal State Forest, Sodwana Bay, Sodwana State 
Forest (now called Ozabeni), Dukuduku State Forest, uM-
folozi Swamps State Forest, Mkuze Swamps, Mhlatuze State 
Forest, Eastern Shores State Forest, Kosi Bay Nature Reserve 
and Mkhuze Game Reserve. Overall management of the park 
is the responsibility of the iSimangaliso Authority, although 
conservation management is under contract to EKZNW.

Extensive work has been undertaken to eradicate the alien 
plants and pine plantations that used to blanket the Eastern 
Shores. These have essentially been removed and grassland hab-
itat is being re-established. In addition, iSimangaliso has a man-
date to deliver benefits to the land claimants and neighbouring 
communities as part of a strategy to alter practices that use land 
and resources unsustainably. iSimangaliso contains four Ramsar 
sites: the St Lucia Lake System, Turtle Beaches/Coral Reefs of 
Tongaland, Kosi Bay Lake System and Lake Sibaya. The iSiman-
galiso Wetland Park received World Heritage Site status in 1999. 

From 1992, EKZNW carried out CWACs twice a year from 
boats and on foot. Since 2003 an aerial census technique has 
been used, as water levels did not allow boat access. It is hoped 
that since boating is possible again, there will be a return to 
previous counting procedures, since they allow for greater 
resolution of smaller birds, particularly waders. Raptors and 
vultures in the Mkhuze Game Reserve area are also counted 
annually during an aerial census.

Related webpages
www.kznwildlife.com 
www.isimangaliso.com 

Further reading
Barnes (1995); Bate et al. (2010); Berruti (1980a, 1980b); Blaber (1978); 
Breen et al. (1993); Cowan (1995); Cowan et al. (1996); Davies (1967); 
Day et al. (1954); Dixon (1964); Lawson (1987); Millard et al. (1970); 
Moll (1968); Pooley (1965); Porter et al. (1974); Robson et al. (2012); 
Taylor PB (1997a, 1997b); Taylor RH (1982); Van Niekerk et al. (eds) 
(2012); Whitfield (1977); Whitfield et al. (1978a, 1979a, 1979b); Whit-
field et al. (1978b). 

There are many important species in the forests, including small 
numbers of the threatened Cape Parrot Poicephalus robustus, and 
Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon Columba delegorguei has been re-
corded. An isolated endemic subspecies of Crested Guineafowl, 
Guttera pucherani symonsi, is found only here and in a couple of 
small forests nearby. Common species of the forest floor and for-
est edge are Red-necked Spurfowl Pternistis afer and Lemon Dove 
Aplopelia larvata. Bird parties are frequent and typical forest birds 
include Trumpeter Hornbill Bycanistes bucinator, Crowned Horn-
bill Tockus alboterminatus, Narina Trogon Apaloderma narina, 
Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi, Bush Blackcap Liopti
lus nigricapillus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, Olive Wood-
pecker Dendropicos griseocephalus, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina 
caesia, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, White-starred 
Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Yellow-throated Woodland War-
bler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Blue-mantled Crested-Flycatcher  
Trochocercus cyanomelas, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus oli
vaceus, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis and Forest Canary 
Crithagra scotops. Forest predators include Forest Buzzard Buteo 
trizonatus, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus and Black 
Sparrowhawk Accipiter melanoleucus, and at night African Wood 
Owl Strix woodfordii. The quiet forest river streams hold habitat 
for Mountain Wagtail Motacilla clara. 

Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi occurs where protea 
woodland, especially Protea roupelliae, dominates the grassland. 
Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus and Rufous-breasted Spar-
rowhawk Accipiter rufiventris breed on the forest margin and for-
age in the grasslands. Sentinel Rock Thrush Monticola explorator 
and Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata inhabit rocky 
outcrops. Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres is a regular visitor. 

iBa trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Wattled Crane (nine breed-
ing pairs and flocks of 10–25 individuals), Blue Crane (six 
breeding pairs and flocks of up to ten individuals), Grey 
Crowned Crane (eight breeding pairs and flocks of 60–80 in-
dividuals), Crowned Eagle and Bush Blackcap. Regionally 
threatened species are Striped Flufftail, Cape Parrot, African 
Grass Owl and Orange Ground Thrush. Restricted-range and  
biome-restricted species are Forest Buzzard, Knysna Turaco, 
Grey Cuckooshrike, Bush Blackcap, Orange Ground Thrush (up 
to 20 individuals and a possible ten breeding pairs have been 
recorded in a single forest patch), Buff-streaked Chat, Chorister 
Robin-Chat, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler, Olive Bush-
Shrike, Swee Waxbill and Forest Canary.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The genetic integrity of the unique, isolated population of Crest-
ed Guineafowl is threatened by ill-informed attempts by neigh-
bouring landowners to introduce the species to forest patches 
where it does not occur. A different subspecies is common in 
Zululand, and these are the birds that might well be introduced. 

The forest holding represents less than a third of the whole 
of Karkloof Forest, and even this is a pale shadow of the origi-
nal forest: in 1860 it was at least 34 000 ha in extent and housed 
African elephant Loxodonta africana, African buffalo Synce
rus caffer and black rhinoceros Diceros bicornis. The forest  

has been plundered of its best timber since 1845. The rarity 
of the Cape Parrot here must be related to the reduction of 
Podocarpus falcatus, its favourite food plant.

The invasion of alien weeds is a serious challenge, but is being 
tackled. The vleis are vulnerable to poorly timed fires that kill 
Wattled Crane chicks; this problem has largely been addressed.

Blue Swallow Hirundo atrocaerulea occurred in Karkloof 
until the 1950s and up to four pairs nested in the Blinkwater 
Nature Reserve before 1980, dwindling to one pair in 1988, 
and to extinction in 1990. The reason for its disappearance is 
not fully understood.  

Conservation action
Two provincial nature reserves are encompassed within the IBA: 
Karkloof Nature Reserve and Blinkwater Nature Reserve. Both 
fall under the management of EKZNW. Sections of Karkloof 
Nature Reserve are owned by the State, Sappi, WCT and private 
landowners. The rest of the area is owned by multiple landown-
ers, the majority of whom are private. Most of the area forms 
part of the Karkloof Conservancy, which is very active and has 
a strong conservation ethic. This is reflected by the number of 
Biodiversity Stewardship sites in various stages of proclamation, 
including Little Springs, Gartmore (Biodiversity Agreement), 
Mbona Private Nature Reserve (Nature Reserve), Mount Gilboa 
Nature Reserve (Nature Reserve) and Dartmore (proclaimed as 
part of the Karkloof Nature Reserve). 

No permanent EKZNW staff are present in either Karkloof 
or Blinkwater nature reserves and this makes managing and 
dealing with issues such as poaching difficult. However, WCT 
actively patrols and manages the grassland sections of Dart-
more and is also active in Karkloof Nature Reserve. All three 
crane species are actively monitored and counted during an 
annual aerial census by EKZNW and EWT.

Related webpages
www.kznwildlife.com
www.karkloofconservation.org.za 

Further reading
Adie (2013); Adie et al. (2013); Downs et al. (2014); Savy (2003); Taylor 
HC (1961); Taylor PB (1997b). 

karkloof
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: KwaZulu-Natal  •  Size: 27 680 ha

Protection: Partially Protected

Site deScription
The site is located c. 15 km north of Howick. Geologically, 
most of it consists of Beaufort shales and sandstones, tra-
versed by dolerite sills and dykes. Mount Gilboa, the highest 
point and a dominant feature of the IBA, is 1 768 m a.s.l. The 
Karkloof valley lies between 1 100 and 1 250 m a.s.l.

Mistbelt forests are found on south-facing slopes. The most 
extensive patch is known as Karkloof Forest and a large portion 
of it falls within Karkloof Nature Reserve. Grasslands once oc-
curred throughout the area but are now largely restricted to the 
high-lying slopes and plateaus in the northern parts of the IBA. 
The Karkloof valley has been heavily transformed by agricul-
tural activities. The area forms part of the headwaters of three 
river systems: the Mooi, Umgeni and Umvoti. Wetlands, vleis 
and flooded grassland are found throughout the IBA, the most 
important complex of which is in the Karkloof and Mount Gil-
boa nature reserves. The main vegetation types are Southern 
Mistbelt Forest, Drakensberg Foothill Moist Grassland and 
Midlands Mistbelt Grassland. The climate is temperate, with 

mist frequent in summer and frost in winter. Rainfall averages  
1 200 mm p.a., falling mostly in summer.

BirdS
The vleis and wetlands support one of the most important 
breeding populations of Wattled Crane Bugeranus caruncu
latus in KwaZulu-Natal, with an estimated 10% of the popu-
lation found in the area. Grey Crowned Crane Balearica 
regulorum also nests in the wetlands, whereas Blue Crane An
thropoides paradiseus breeds in the surrounding grasslands. 
Large flocks of all three crane species are regularly found for-
aging in agriculture lands during the non-breeding season. 

African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and African Marsh Har-
rier Circus ranivorus are permanent residents in the wetlands, 
while the surrounding grasslands hold Cape Grassbird Sphe
noeacus afer, Red-winged Francolin Scleroptila levaillantii, 
Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis, Denham’s Bustard Neotis 
denhami, Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus and 
Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus leadbeateri. 
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eastern cape

1. Matatiele Nature Reserve
2. Mkhambathi Nature Reserve
3. Colleywobbles Vulture Colony
4. Dwesa–Cwebe Nature Reserve
5. Camdeboo National Park
6. Amatola–Katberg Mountain
7. Kouga–Baviaanskloof Complex
8. Woody Cape Section:  

Addo Elephant National Park
9. Algoa Bay Islands:  

Addo Elephant National Park
10. Swartkops Estuary–Redhouse and 

Chatty Saltpans
11. Maitland–Gamtoos Coast
12. Tsitsikamma–Plettenberg Bay
13. Pondoland Cape Vulture

Authors: Dale R. Wright & Nicholas T. Theron   
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Site deScription
Matatiele town is situated in the north of the Eastern Cape, 
close to the border with KwaZulu-Natal. A notable fea-
ture of the landscape is the wide valley, the Cedarville Flats, 
that runs from east to west. It is flanked to the north by the 
Drakensberg and to the south by high-lying ground, which 
rises above 2 000 m a.s.l. Matatiele Nature Reserve lies due 
south of the town and abuts directly onto it. The landscape is 
steeply to gently undulating and ranges in altitude from 1 500  
to 2 066 m a.s.l. In places the soil is shallow, and there are 
some rock outcrops and pavements that consist primarily 
of the Upper Beaufort Series. The climate is cool-temperate, 
with frequent frosts in winter. Rainfall averages 713 mm p.a. 
and falls mostly in summer.

Most of the site is pure grassland, although a sparse protea 
woodland occurs on some of the higher ridges and spurs, and 
scrub grows in sheltered drainage lines and rocky areas that 
are protected from fire. 

birdS
Matatiele Mountain holds some extremely interesting and 
rare high-altitude grassland birds. Rudd’s Lark Heteromirafra 
ruddi is present. Yellow-breasted Pipit Anthus chloris is the 
commonest bird in the grasslands on top of the mountain. 
Other pipits are Short-tailed A. brachyurus, African Rock  
A. crenatus and Mountain A. hoeschi. Some of the rocky gorg-
es in the vicinity hold Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis, and 
Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata and Drakensberg 

Rockjumper Chaetops aurantius occur above 2 000 m a.s.l. 
Stands of Protea roupelliae here and on the edge of the moun-
tain hold Gurney’s Sugarbird Promerops gurneyi.

Other species to look out for in the grasslands include Grey-
winged Francolin Scleroptila africana, Red-winged Francolin  
S. levaillantii, Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, Denham’s 
Bustard Neotis denhami, Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus 
melanopterus and Black Harrier Circus maurus. Sentinel Rock 
Thrush Monticola explorator occurs around rocky outcrops in 
the grassland. Rufous-breasted Sparrowhawk Accipiter rufiven-
tris breeds in introduced blue gums Eucalyptus species. Cape 
Vulture Gyps coprotheres and Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barba-
tus regularly fly over the mountain and the latter is thought to 
have a nest nearby.

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Yellow-breasted Pipit and 
Rudd’s Lark. Regionally threatened species are Short-tailed 
Pipit and Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus. Restricted-range 
and biome-restricted species that are common include Buff-
streaked Chat and Yellow-breasted Pipit. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Matatiele Nature Reserve faces a number of threats that need 
to be addressed by reserve management, the most important of 
which is the spread of invasive alien plants along many of the 
water courses. However, much of the reserve is in good condition. 

Conservation action
The Matatiele municipality has controlled the commonage 
since the founding of the town. It has been used as a source 
of income since then, yet is protected in the sense that it has 
never been ploughed, cultivated or built upon. It has been 
modified only in that the species composition of the grass-
land must have altered as a result of the fairly intensive graz-
ing regime to which it has been subjected. That this regime 
favours Rudd’s Lark must be regarded as the most fortuitous 
of coincidences. The balance between keeping the grass short, 
yet excluding unpalatable invasive forbs could easily be very 
fine. Matatiele was declared a nature reserve in 2007. The 
geopolitical boundaries of the area were redrawn in 2010 and 
Matatiele now falls within the Eastern Cape and no longer in 
KwaZulu-Natal.

The reserve is the only formally conserved site in which 
the endemic and endangered Rudd’s Lark occurs. This spe-
cies requires habitat with short, dense grass cover, typically 
no higher than 0.6 m, and it is known from only a few lo-
cations in South Africa. After interactions with EKZNW, the 
reserve authorities showed an interest in managing parts of 
the landscape for Rudd’s Lark. Inputs were made and a man-
agement plan was subsequently developed. This presents a 
unique opportunity to manage the reserve for this species and 
staff should be encouraged and supported to implement these 
recommendations.

Matatiele nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 4 580 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

MkhaMbathi nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 7 470 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Mkhambathi Nature Reserve is situated on the coast of north-
eastern Pondoland in the Eastern Cape. It is bounded by the 
Mtentu River in the north and the Mzikaba River in the south; 
in the east, between the two river mouths, it includes a 13-km 
stretch of pristine coastline. The reserve extends inland c. 5 km  
along the Mzikaba River and c. 9.5 km along the Mtentu River. 
The gentle topography, a result of intense planation, is inter-
rupted by two steps parallel to the coast, the first at 85 m a.s.l. 
and the second at 190 m a.s.l.; they mark the position of previ-
ous shorelines. The Mtentu River reaches the ocean through a 
long, incised and meandering gorge. At a point approximately 
9 km upstream of the coast, it flows over a spectacular water-
fall that has cut an almost straight cliff-face some 500 m wide. 
Cliffs of Table Mountain Sandstone flank the river, rising  
300 m from its bed to meet the surrounding plains. For the 
most part they are sheer, beginning at the coast and continu-
ing inland for 10–20 km. The climate is humid and temper-
ate, with a mean temperature of 20 °C. The reserve receives an 
average rainfall of 1 200 mm p.a., which falls mostly in spring 
and early summer.

Some extremely important vegetation types are protected 
in Mkhambathi. Examples of the Pondoland–Ugu Sandstone 
Coastal Sourveld grasslands in this reserve are the only ones 
under formal conservation, while its Pondoland Scarp For-
ests are some of the most significant forests in South Africa. 
Mkhambathi Nature Reserve falls within the Maputaland–
Pondoland–Albany Hotspot, one of the most important cen-
tres of plant diversity and endemism in Africa.

birdS
The cliffs on the Mtentu River hold one of the largest remain-
ing colonies of Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres in the Eastern 
Cape. This colony is also one of the few protected breeding 
sites in the world. The surrounding grassland and broken 
woodland hold Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus lead-
beateri and Black-bellied Bustard Lissotis melanogaster. The 
grassland also supports Grey Crowned Crane Balearica reg-
ulorum, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Black-winged 
Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus, African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis, Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata and the 
most southerly population of Swamp Nightjar Caprimulgus 
natalensis. Scattered protea bushes hold Gurney’s Sugarbird 

Promerops gurneyi, and dense coarse grass along vleis and 
marshy vegetation supports a small population of Broad-
tailed Warbler Schoenicola brevirostris.

The small forest patches hold Crowned Eagle Stephanoae-
tus coronatus, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Brown 
Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Black-bellied Starling No-
topholia corrusca, Spotted Ground Thrush Zoothera guttata 
(which may breed here), Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii 
and Olive Sunbird C. olivacea. Knysna Woodpecker Campe-
thera notata, nearing the northern limit of its distribution, is 
uncommon. Black-rumped Buttonquail Turnix nanus, Corn 
Crake Crex crex and Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis have 
all been recorded in grassland areas nearby and almost cer-
tainly occur within the reserve. The Mtentu River and its 
tributaries have thick overhanging riverine vegetation that 
supports White-backed Night Heron Gorsachius leuconotus, 
African Finfoot Podica senegalensis and Half-collared King-
fisher Alcedo semitorquata. The rugged coastline is home to a 
few Cape Cormorants Phalacrocorax capensis.

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture (140–180 breed-
ing pairs and 400–800 individuals), Knysna Woodpecker, Spot-
ted Ground Thrush and Southern Ground-Hornbill (three 
family groups forage in the reserve). Regionally threatened 
species are Half-collared King fisher, African Marsh Harrier 

Due to the lack of recent records for Rudd’s Lark at the site, 
surveys were undertaken with members of EKZNW, ECDEA 
and Matatiele municipality in December 2013 and December 
2014. The survey failed to locate the species either in Mata-
tiele Nature Reserve or in the surrounding areas. However, 
a healthy population of Yellow-breasted Pipit is present in 
the reserve. It is too early to make assumptions about the ab-
sence of Rudd’s Lark, but future surveys need to be completed. 
Working with Matatiele municipality, EKZNW and ECDEA 

to ensure that suitable habitat for the species is maintained 
has become a priority.

Related webpage
Matatiele Local Municipality www.matatiele.gov.za/2013/07/matatiele-
nature-reserve 

Further reading
Heard (2008); Maphisa (2004); Marchant (2011). 
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Circus ranivorus, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and Swamp 
Nightjar. Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are 
fairly common include Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, Grey 
Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Buff-streaked Chat, Brown 
Scrub Robin, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, 
Black-bellied Starling, Gurney’s Sugarbird and Grey Sunbird.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Mkhambathi faces relatively few major threats. Invasive alien 
plants such as triffid weed Chromolaena odorata, black wattle 
Acacia mearnsii, tickberry Lantana camara and guava Psid-
ium species are present. Occasional poaching occurs in the 
reserve, as well as arson fires to drive game to certain points 
where poachers can more easily target them.

Although the vultures in the reserve are relatively safe, their 
long-distance foraging renders them vulnerable to threats. 

Poisoned carcasses set for vermin, or more commonly by tra-
ditional practitioners for ‘muti’, or medicine, could be respon-
sible for considerable numbers of vulture mortalities (hundreds 
can be killed in a single poisoning incident). At the nests, adults 
that are disturbed, even for short periods, may lose their eggs 
or nestlings for that year. The period of greatest vulnerability 
extends from egg-laying in April (peak in May), through peak 
hatching in July to fledging by October–November.

Conservation action
In 1922 people were moved out of the area and a leper colony 
with a hospital was established on 18 000 ha of rolling coastal 
grassland. When leprosy was cured, the facility became a TB 
hospital. In 1977 a provincial nature reserve was proclaimed 
in a third of the 18 000 ha. A land claim for the reserve, in-
cluding the surrounding area, was lodged and granted in 2004 
and the applicants were constituted as the Mkhambathi Land 
Trust, with the condition that Mkhambathi Nature Reserve 
be maintained as a reserve and co-managed with ECPTA. The 
reserve has remained in an untransformed state and there are 
few settlements in close proximity to it. The adjacent grassland 
areas are just as valuable in terms of biodiversity and there is 
a possibility that they will be incorporated into the reserve.

In 2012 permission was granted for two tourism lodges 
with a total capacity of 110 beds to be built in Mkhambathi. 
Having entered into a lease agreement with the Mkhambathi 
Land Trust and ECPTA, a developer will lease a section of the 
reserve, fence it and construct lodges at two beach locations 
at a cost of not less than R65-million. Lease agreements for 
the development of the facilities have been concluded and an 
environmental impact assessment is under way. This develop-
ment has the potential to significantly benefit the local com-
munity (if undertaken responsibly), contributing to the case 
for maintaining the reserve for biodiversity conservation. In 
addition it may provide leverage in future to include the adja-
cent important grassland areas. 

Related webpage
Eastern Cape Parks and Tourism Agency www.visiteasterncape.co.za 

Further reading
Lechmere-Oertel (2011); Pfeiffer et al. (2014); Piper et al. (1986); 
Shackleton (1990); Shackleton et al. (1991). 

colleywobbleS vulture colony
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4ii)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 3 100 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

Site deScription 
Colleywobbles is an ancestral vulture colony occurring along 
the cliffs of the convoluted gorge formed by the meandering 
mBashe River in the Idutywa District (former Transkei). The 
colony is situated approximately 5 km from the Colleywob-
bles store. This colony has been in existence since at least the 
1890s. The river, which has cut a deep, broad gorge, lies 300 m 
below the surrounding plains.

birdS
The number of Cape Vultures Gyps coprotheres at Colley-
wobbles has fluctuated dramatically over the past 35 years. 
Approximately 200 pairs inhabited the cliffs in the late 1970s. 
Breeding numbers increased sharply in the early 1980s, ris-
ing to more than 300 pairs, and then stabilised. The elevated 
total persisted until the end of the 1980s (at which time it 
was one of the largest colonies in the world). Numbers then  

decreased rapidly between 1989 and 1993, dropping from 312 
to 86 breeding pairs, before fixing on lowered, more stable to-
tals of between 90 and 60 pairs per year (1994–2003). Unfor-
tunately, numbers between 2004 and 2010 are not known due 
to a gap in monitoring exercises. A total of 130–140 pairs was 
recorded during the 2011 breeding season and recent surveys 
indicate that the colony has recovered to approximately 200 
breeding pairs. The vultures have nested on 13 separate cliffs. 
Variation in breeding performance may be due to fluctuations 
in environmental factors such as climate and food availability. 
In years of good rain, grazing is good, few stock die and fewer 
vultures breed. Conversely, when the rains and winter grazing 
are poor, many stock die, resulting in many vultures produc-
ing nestlings with a high rate of success.

A breeding pair of Martial Eagles Polemaetus bellicosus is 
present in the gorge and a group of Southern Ground-Hornbills 
Bucorvus leadbeateri frequent the area, but their nest site is not 
known. Black Stork Ciconia nigra may also breed in the gorge.

iba trigger SpecieS
The IBA was declared due to the presence of a breeding colony 
of the globally threatened Cape Vulture. Colleywobbles supports 
more than 4% of the global population (200 breeding pairs) of 
this species and it is the largest colony in the Eastern Cape.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
This colony is located in a region that has always been used 
by pastoralists, where stock densities are high and husbandry 
techniques traditional. However, trends in land-use patterns 
are shifting and it would appear that the vultures are respond-
ing to these changes. Until 1989, the colony had been one of 
the largest and most successful in southern Africa, with more 
than 800 birds (7% of the global population) present at any 
one time. The dramatic reduction in vulture numbers was at-
tributed to improved husbandry techniques and changes in 
pastoralist practices, including a reduction in livestock den-
sity, which has been a result of peri-urbanisation and rural 
residents abandoning their traditional lifestyles.

The vultures’ continued existence at this site is under threat. 
At the nests, adults that are disturbed, for even short periods, 
may lose their eggs or nestlings for that year. The period of 
greatest vulnerability extends from egg-laying in April (peak-
ing in May), through peak hatching in July, to fledging by 
October–November. At their nests, vultures are vulnerable to 
avian predators, such as White-necked Raven Corvus albicol-
lis, which are quick to take advantage of unguarded eggs or 
chicks when humans cause disturbance. The construction of 
the Mbashe River Hydropower Storage Dam may have caused 
the vultures to abandon the main breeding cliff. Electrical ca-
bles in the area, which span sections of the gorge, pose a threat, 
especially during inclement weather. Communities in the area 
continue to expand and grow, with new houses and villages 
being established throughout the landscape. A house has been 
built on the plateau above the colony, although this was done 
without the blessing of the local chief. A new road has also 
been constructed that passes near the colony. The Sundwana 
Water Supply Scheme is another development in the area that 

threatens to disturb the colony. The project is important to 
provide water to local communities, but development needs 
to be undertaken in a responsible manner, especially since sec-
tions of the pipeline pass within 2 km of the colony.

Although vultures face many problems at their breeding 
sites, they also move considerable distances inland while for-
aging and are exposed to a different suite of threats. Poisoned 
carcasses set for vermin, or more commonly by traditional 
practitioners for ‘muti’ (medicine), may be responsible for 
considerable numbers of vulture mortalities (hundreds can be 
killed in a single poisoning incident). The use of gin traps is 
also known to affect vultures, with at least one case where an 
adult Cape Vulture was observed with a gin trap on its leg at a 
colony nearby. Wind farms are another looming threat; if in-
correctly located in the landscape, they may prove devastating 
to this population of Cape Vultures.

Conservation action
It is imperative that the development of wind farms and  
electrical infrastructure in the Eastern Cape is undertaken 
carefully and responsibly in order to limit the impacts on 
this important population of Cape Vultures. As such, Bird-
Life South Africa is commenting on and providing inputs into 
a number of developments that may impact on this colony. 
Monitoring of the colony continues and important research 
is being undertaken by UKZN, which aims to fit tracking de-
vices on vultures at the Colleywobbles colony. The tracking 
information will help determine how far the vultures are for-
aging, at what heights and where. Efforts are also being made 
to spread awareness about the importance of this colony to 
the local community during events such as International Vul-
ture Awareness Day. 

Further reading
Boshoff et al. (2009); Jarvis et al. (1974); Vernon et al. (1980); Vernon 
et al. (1982, 1983, 1984); Vernon et al. (1988).
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White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Brown Scrub Robin  
Erythropygia signata, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler 
Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Blue-mantled Crested-Flycatcher 
Trochocercus cyanomelas, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus 
olivaceus, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Olive Sunbird 
Cyanomitra olivacea, Grey Sunbird C. veroxii and Forest Ca-
nary Crithagra scotops.

Forest raptors include Rufous-breasted Sparrowhawk Ac-
cipiter rufiventris, Black Sparrowhawk A. melanoleucus, For-
est Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus 
coronatus and, at night, African Wood Owl Strix woodfordii. 
The quiet forest streams provide habitat for Half-collared 
Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and Mountain Wagtail Mo-
tacilla clara.

The moist grassland patches surrounding the forest consti-
tute roughly a quarter of the habitat of the IBA and support 
low numbers of Grey Crowned Crane Balearica regulorum, 
Black-winged Lapwing Vanellus melanopterus, African Grass 
Owl Tyto capensis, Southern Ground-Hornbill Bucorvus lead-
beateri and occasionally Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami. The 
coastal mangroves hold the only protected breeding population 
of Mangrove Kingfisher Halcyon senegaloides in South Africa. 
The rugged coastline, with its associated mussel-beds, supports 
African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini.

iba trigger SpecieS
The globally threatened Spotted Ground Thrush and Knysna 
Woodpecker occur at this site in good numbers, as well as Grey 
Crowned Crane and Crowned Eagle. Regionally threatened 
trigger species are Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Mangrove 
Kingfisher and Half-collared Kingfisher. Restricted-range and 
biome-restricted species that are common in the IBA include 
Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca, Knysna Turaco and 
Grey Sunbird. Knysna Woodpecker, Mangrove Kingfisher, 
Grey Cuckooshrike, Brown Scrub Robin, Chorister Robin-
Chat, White-starred Robin, Yellow-throated Woodland War-
bler, Swee Waxbill and Forest Canary are locally common, and 
Olive Bush-Shrike is an uncommon biome-restricted species. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The IBA is essentially an island of forest, with grassland patch-
es, along the coast. The surrounding landscape is almost en-
tirely transformed by subsistence agriculture. The isolation of 
this forest patch from other significant forest patches could 
lead to a loss of biodiversity and concurrent loss of the IBA 
trigger bird species over time. However, apart from the isola-
tion of species populations, there are no major threats impact-
ing on the habitat or birds of the IBA and most trigger species 
are still recorded in the reserve. 

This area, like many other coastal forests along the south-
eastern coast of South Africa, may be prone to deforestation 
and firewood removal by adjacent rural communities. The 
illegal harvesting of wood for firewood and fence poles and 
the stripping of bark for medicinal use, which is unsustainable 
and carried out in a destructive way, will reduce the habitat 
quality of the forest for birds. Removal of old growth could 
affect hole-nesting species such as Trumpeter Hornbill and 

Green Wood-hoopoe Phoeniculus purpureus. Populations of 
these birds should be monitored as they may reveal trends in 
old growth removal.

Invasive alien plant species (including Eucalyptus species, 
bugweed Solanum mauritianium, lantana Lantana camara 
and guava trees Psidium guajava) occur  in moderate densities 
in the IBA. The presence of these invasive plants is confined 
mostly to the wetland and grassland areas rather than the 
indigenous forest habitat. The snaring of small game species 
such as antelope does occur and has escalated over the years. 
Snares may also capture non-target species such as birds and 
thus pose a threat to the bird species and biodiversity of the 
IBA. Poachers accessing the reserve also cause disturbance 
and potentially habitat degradation. 

Conservation action
These reserves were both gazetted in 1975. They were subse-
quently part of a successful land claim by rural communities 
nearby and have changed ownership to the Dwesa–Cwebe 
Community Property Association. However, the land claim 
settlement agreement does not allow the land use to be 
changed from conservation and a management authority, 
ECPTA, has been appointed for the reserve. 

The formal management by ECPTA, and other partner-
ships, has led to a number of conservation actions. These 
include (but are not limited to) regular field ranger patrols; 
fence line repairs and monitoring; road and entrance gate up-
grades and maintenance; coast care team activities; alien plant 
control (Working for Water); and fire-fighting. 

Related webpage
www.visiteasterncape.co.za/nature-conservation/provincial-parks/dwesa/ 

Further reading
Benson (1950, 1952); Clancey (1955, 1957a, 1957b);  Fay (2007); Hay-
ward (2009); Johnson et al. (1987); Quickelberge (1969); Timmermans 
(2004); Wright (2014). 

Site deScription
This IBA previously comprised two adjoining reserves on the 
north-eastern Pondoland coast, one on either side of the large 
mBashe River. The two reserves, Dwesa and Cwebe, have now 
been combined into a single protected area, although they are 
separated by the river. The combined reserve contains 20 km  
of pristine coastline and coastal forest. The topography rises 
step-wise from the coast to 300 m a.s.l. and is composed of 
Karoo sediments, Ecca shales and sandstones. The area is 
drained by a number of rivers, the most important of which 
is the mBashe River. The climate is humid and temperate. The 
reserve receives an average rainfall of 870 mm p.a., which falls 
mostly during spring and early summer. The annual average 
minimum and maximum temperatures are 15 °C and 20 °C 
respectively. Because of the maritime influence, there is little 
diurnal or seasonal variation in the temperature.

Biogeographically, Dwesa–Cwebe is situated in the Indian 
Ocean Coastal Belt, which extends along the eastern seaboard 
of Africa from south-eastern Somalia to Port Elizabeth. Grow-
ing on well-drained but poor soils derived from tillite, the veg-
etation here is typical of edaphic coastal plateau sour grasslands 
that constitute part of the Tongaland–Pondoland Mosaic. The 
grasses are low in nutrient content and are of little agricultural 
value to commercial or subsistence farmers. Small forest patch-
es exist in the river gorges and on the coastal sand dunes. The 
coastal zone is situated at the southern limit of the East African 
mangrove belt, which is quite extensive along the coast.

birdS
More than 200 bird species have been recorded in the four 
pentads of this IBA during SABAP2. The coastal forest at this 
site is vitally important for the Spotted Ground Thrush Zoo-
thera guttata, which breeds here. Red-necked Spurfowl Pter-
nistis afer and Lemon Dove Aplopelia larvata, which live on 
the forest floor and at its edge, are common. Bird parties are 
frequent and typical forest species include Trumpeter Hornbill 
Bycanistes bucinator, Crowned Hornbill Tockus albotermina-
tus, Narina Trogon Apaloderma narina, Knysna Turaco Tau-
raco corythaix, Olive Woodpecker Dendropicos griseocephalus, 
Knysna Woodpecker Campethera notata, Grey Cuckooshrike 
Coracina caesia, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, 

dweSa–cwebe nature reServe
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 5 740 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected
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Site deScription
Camdeboo National Park (formerly the Karoo Nature Re-
serve IBA) is unusual in that it virtually surrounds the historic 
town of Graaff-Reinet, and both the park and the town fall 
within the IBA. Located in the southern foothills of the arcing 
Sneeuberg range on the central Great Karoo plains, the park 
is largely mountainous, ranging in altitude from 805 m a.s.l. 
at the Sundays River to the impressive peaks of Spandaukop  
(1 316 m a.s.l.), Valley of Desolation (1 399 m a.s.l.) and the 
tallest in the region, Drie Koppe (1 565 m a.s.l.), in the east. 
The northern edge of the Camdeboo Plain is located within 
the park. This plain forms a large basin that is sharply dis-
sected by the Sundays River and its tributaries, the Vöel, Melk, 
Klip and Swart rivers. The Nqweba Dam, on the Sundays Riv-
er, also lies within the park and covers 1 000 ha when full.

The landscape is typical of the Karoo, with dolerite sills cap-
ping steeply sloping sandstone koppies. Deep alluvial soils 
are subject to erosion on the valley floors. The annual average 
minimum and maximum temperatures are 11 °C and 24 °C 
respectively, but they do not reflect the range, which can be 

extreme: from -3 °C on some peaks in winter to more than  
43 °C on the plains in summer. This region is semi-arid and 
the average annual rainfall of 366 mm falls mainly in summer 
and autumn in the form of orographic thundershowers.

The park’s vegetation is transitional between the character-
istic scrub of the Great Karoo and the typical thornveld and 
bush clumps of the Eastern Cape, which accounts for the con-
siderable diversity of veld types found here. The vegetation on 
the lower slopes of the mountains, especially the north-facing 
slopes, comprises dense stands of succulent mountain scrub 
characterised by spekboom Portulacaria afra. Bushes that 
seldom exceed 70 cm in height dominate the scrub vegeta-
tion, which covers much of the plains and lower escarpment. 
Extensive overgrazing by merino sheep since the middle of 
the 19th century has resulted in the conversion of sections of 
grassland into karroid scrub.

birdS
More than 249 bird species have been recorded in Camdeboo 
National Park’s diverse array of habitats. The avifauna is not 
typical of the Great Karoo because a considerable number of 
eastern bushveld birds reach their western limits here. Many 
of the Karoo endemics are restricted to the western portion of 
the Karoo and the park does not hold as many Namib-Karoo 
biome-restricted assemblage species as do the parks further 
west. Despite this, it supports many important populations of 
threatened species, typical Namib-Karoo species and many 
other arid-zone birds.

The lowland karroid plains are particularly good for Kori 
Bustard Ardeotis kori, Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii and 
Denham’s Bustard N. denhami. This is one of the few areas 
in South Africa where all three bustard species are sympat-
ric. The plains also hold Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, 
Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii and Rufous-eared Warbler 
Malcorus pectoralis. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus is oc-
casionally seen quartering the plains.

The belts of riverine Vachellia (formerly Acacia) karroo 
woodland hold Namaqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata and, 
together with the thicket and scrub on the slopes, provides 
food, shelter and breeding habitat for many species, including 
Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi, Grey Tit Parus afer and 
Scaly-feathered Finch Sporopipes squamifrons. These river-
ine belts are of particular importance in the Great Karoo be-
cause they act as corridors along which many species are able 
to move in otherwise unsuitable terrain. Cape Rock Thrush 
Monticola rupestris, Pale-winged Starling Onychognathus  
nabouroup and Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus 
occur in rocky gorges and kloofs. The associated cliffs also 
hold breeding Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus and Ver-
reauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, which regularly nest near the 
Valley of Desolation.

Other arid-zone species occurring within the park are Pale 
Chanting Goshawk Melierax canorus, Fairy Flycatcher Ste-
nostira scita and White-throated Canary Crithagra albogu-
laris. Black-headed Canary Serinus alario occurs seasonally 

whenever there is seeding grass and water. Lesser Kestrels 
Falco naumanni have a large roost near Graaff-Reinet’s rail-
way station and are frequently seen hawking over the park.

The Nqweba Dam is occasionally used by Greater Flamingo 
Phoenicopterus roseus and Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias mi-
nor. Both African Grass Owl Tyto capensis and Baillon’s Crake 
Porzana pusilla have occurred historically. Although neither 
has been recorded recently, there is plenty of suitable habitat 
in the marshy areas around the dam and it is thought that they 
may still occur here.

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane, Kori Bustard, Sec-
retarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Ludwig’s Bustard, Martial 
Eagle and Black Harrier Circus maurus. Regionally threatened 
species are Verreauxs’ Eagle, Karoo Korhaan and Lanner Fal-
con Falco biarmicus. Biome-restricted species that are common 
in this IBA include Pale-winged Starling, while locally com-
mon species include Namaqua Warbler, Layard’s Tit-Babbler,  
Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii and Black-headed Canary. 
Sickle-winged Chat C. sinuata is an uncommon species. Less-
er Kestrel (8 000–10 000) is a congregatory species.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The declaration of this IBA as a national park affords it the 
highest level of legislative protection in South Africa. Com-
bined with sound management and capacity, this high level 
of protection greatly reduces the number of threats impact-
ing on the IBA. However, a few threats are still evident, and 
in particular these affect the trigger bird species in the land-
scape surrounding the park. The park and farmland around 
it hold important habitat for South Africa’s three bustards, 
Blue Crane, Martial Eagle and Secretarybird. All these threat-
ened species are large and wide-ranging and they depend on 
the private land around the park, which is subject to over-
grazing and resultant habitat degradation. The park in isola-
tion would probably not support viable populations of these 
wide-ranging birds and it is therefore essential to engage with 
the landowners in the surrounding farming landscape and 
encourage appropriate land management in order to ensure 
that these species can persist within and outside of the IBA. 
Threats in the surrounding farmland include persecution on 
private land due to human–wildlife conflict and, for large spe-
cies, road-kills and collisions with power lines. Poisons and 
pesticides that affect raptors are also used in the farming ar-
eas. Lesser Kestrels have been observed taking locusts in the 
midst of spraying operations. The effects of pesticides on this 
threatened species are currently unknown.

A major threat to the ecology of the Karoo region, and 
therefore this IBA and its trigger species, is the potential 
extraction of natural gas by means of hydraulic fracturing, 
known as fracking. This process can have dire consequences 
for the ecology of an area as water sources, especially under-
ground aquifers, are likely to be polluted and vegetation will 
be removed to accommodate machinery and infrastructure. 
Many civil society groups and environmental lobbyists are ac-
tively fighting the prospect of fracking in the Karoo.

Conservation action
WWF-SA (formerly the Southern African Nature Foundation) 
purchased this land in 1976 and the Karoo Nature Reserve, un-
der the control of the Directorate of Nature Conservation of 
the Eastern Cape Province, was proclaimed in 1983. The IBA’s 
protected status was improved in 2005 when the reserve be-
came the Camdeboo National Park. The national park has sub-
sequently been expanded to include large areas to the south and 
east of Graaff-Reinet. 

SANParks has budget available for the management of the 
national park, and the conservation management of the IBA, 
including financing, logistical and ecological activities, is thus 
sound. In addition, the landscape extending east of the IBA 
to the Mountain Zebra National Park is now receiving im-
proved conservation action through the implementation of the  
Camdeboo–Mountain Zebra Corridor Project by the Wilder-
ness Foundation in partnership with SANParks. This initiative 
aims to contract private landowners into biodiversity steward-
ship agreements, thus preventing unsustainable developments 
such as fracking or other forms of mining. The engagement 
with the private landowners will also lead to better land man-
agement across the landscape while maintaining current land 
uses such as farming and retaining the cultural heritage of the 
Karoo landscape. The expansion of the national park and the 
development of the corridor are essential steps to addressing 
the threats described above. 

Camdeboo National Park is easily accessible to the public 
and includes the well-known Valley of Desolation, a scenic 
site that attracts many visitors to view the sweeping panorama 
over the Plains of Camdeboo. The park also fulfils an impor-
tant educational function through its environmental centre, 
which was established to promote an environmentally re-
sponsible lifestyle among South Africans and has an educa-
tion officer and various facilities. 

Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/camdeboo/ 

Further reading
Allan (1989, 1994c, 1995b); Martin R et al. (1991); Masubelele et al. 
(2009); Masubelele et al. (2013); Palmer (1989a, 1989b); Pepler  
(1994a, 1994b). 

caMdeboo national park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 22 710 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected
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Site deScription
The IBA is centred on the Amatola mountain range and con-
sists of a series of montane forest blocks, including several 
State forests, the Mpofu and Fort Fordyce nature reserves, 
surrounding fragmented urban and rural areas and montane 
grassland. The forest complex runs from Fort Fordyce Nature 
Reserve and Katberg State Forest in the west to Kologha State 
Forest and Fort Cunningham in the east and includes large 
State-owned forest blocks such as Katberg State Forest, Fort 
Fordyce Nature Reserve, Auckland Forest, Auckland Nature 
Reserve, Hogsback State Forest, Pirie Forest, Cwencwe For-
est, Isidenge State Forest, Kologha State Forest and Kubusi 
State Forest, as well as smaller patches that provide conti-
nuity between the larger blocks, especially in the Keiskam-
mahoek area. These patches include Wolf River Main Forest, 
Malan Forest, Cata Forest, Lenye Forest, Lotutu Forest, Gon-
goo Forest, Mt Thomas Forest, Abafazi Forest, Quza Forest, 
Mt Charybois Forest and Izelene Forest, and other small for-
est fragments adjoining them.

State and private forestry concerns and small urban, sub-
urban and rural communities are interspersed between the 
forest blocks. The boundaries are not distinct and the forests 
merge with the rural and urban areas on the borders of the 
IBA. The area holds several high peaks, including Katberg  
(1 828 m a.s.l.) and Devil Bellow’s Neck (1 726 m a.s.l.) on 
the western boundary, Elandsberg (2 016 m a.s.l.) and Gaika’s 
Kop (1 963 m a.s.l.) in the centre of the complex, and Ku-
busi (1 662 m a.s.l.) and Dohne (1 454 m a.s.l.) peaks in the 
Kubusi State Forest in the east. The areas at highest altitude, 
particularly in the rain-shadow, are characterised by a mix-
ture of montane grassland and fynbos heath. Further south, 
the topography becomes gentler, characterised by lower peaks 

such as Murray’s Krans (927 m a.s.l.) in Pirie Forest. Much of 
the area comprises steep cliff-faces, with numerous perennial 
and non-perennial streams. The largest of these, the Buffalo 
River, feeds the Maden and Rooikrantz dams, which supply 
water to the greater King William’s Town/Bisho District. The 
area receives rainfall mostly in summer and autumn, ranging 
from 800 mm p.a. at the lowest altitudes to 2 000 mm p.a. at 
the highest points.

The area is generally rugged and comprises steep slopes 
and thickly forested gorges. Mean canopy height is 16.5 m, 
although some emergent trees reach 20 m. The dry forest on 
the steeper slopes has a lower canopy, reaching c. 7–11 m. 
As a result of forestry operations in the region, access roads 
are plentiful, especially in the south. The Amatola Mountains 
support a diverse array of plant communities; 442 species are 
described from the area. The forest complex holds both wet 
and dry forests, with scrub forest at lower altitudes, and there 
are several species of fruiting trees that are attractive to fru-
givores. Pine plantations, which directly abut the indigenous 
forests, occur as small, isolated, scattered pockets throughout 
the area. Smaller wattle plantations grow along the forest mar-
gins in certain areas. The soils are largely sandy loams, and 
there is considerable earthworm activity that forms a hard 
outer crust in dry conditions.

The areas of highest altitude are characterised by grasslands 
that have high levels of species diversity and endemism, with 
elements of fynbos heath. Amathole Montane Grasslands are 
found on the ridges and plateaus above the forests at altitudes 
of 650–1 500 m a.s.l., while Amathole Mist-belt Grasslands 
occur on the highest ridges at altitudes of 1 500–1 680 m a.s.l. 
Bhisho Thornveld and Albany Thicket are found in the lower-
lying valleys in the south of the IBA. 

birdS
The forests in this IBA hold a considerable number of the es-
carpment race of Cape Parrot Poicephalus robustus robustus; 
it is considered a full species by some authorities and its taxo-
nomic status requires urgent assessment. Cape Parrots forage 
as far afield as King William’s Town, Alice and Adelaide, with 
flocks of up to 200 birds recorded. Populations of Orange 
Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi and Bush Blackcap Lioptilus 
nigricapillus are also found in the Amatola Forests. Other for-
est specials include Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna 
Turaco Turaco corythaix, Knysna Woodpecker Campethera 
notata, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Brown Scrub 
Robin Erythropygia signata, Forest Canary Crithagra scotops 
and Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii.

The localised patches of open proteoid woodland in the 
grassy areas hold both Cape Sugarbird Promerops capensis 
and Gurney’s Sugarbird P. gurneyi; this is the only area where 
these species are sympatric. At high altitudes, where barren 
rocky slopes become prominent, Ground Woodpecker Geo-
colaptes olivaceus, Drakensberg Rockjumper Chaetops auran-
tius, Buff-streaked Chat Campicoloides bifasciata and Sentinel 
Rock Thrush Monticola explorator are found. In the grassland 

regions Black Harrier Circus maurus, Black-winged Lapwing 
Vanellus melanopterus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, 
Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus and Grey Crowned 
Crane Balearica regulorum occur.

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane, Denham’s Bustard, 
Grey Crowned Crane (flocks of up to 200 individuals have been 
recorded), Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Crowned 
Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, Knysna Woodpecker and Bush 
Blackcap. Regionally threatened species are Cape Parrot (300–
500 individuals), African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lan-
ner Falcon Falco biarmicus and Orange Ground Thrush.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are fairly 
common to common include Forest Buzzard, Knysna Turaco, 
Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Bush Blackcap, Orange 
Ground Thrush, Buff-streaked Chat, Chorister Robin-Chat, 
White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Yellow-throated 
Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Barratt’s Warbler 
Bradypterus barratti, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus oliva-
ceus, Grey Sunbird, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis and 
Forest Canary. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Commercial forestry and smaller private forestry concerns 
operate within and around the area. It is important that their 
interests are monitored. There are no grazing or hunting 
rights, although resource extraction (such as bark-stripping 
and for fuel-wood and building materials) does take place. 

The boundaries of the forests are not physically de-
marcated and there is considerable movement of faunal 
populations between adjacent forest areas. Together, the 
complex forms a large forest network, which is likely to  
maintain its biological integrity provided that no further frag-
mentation or habitat destruction occurs. Water-hungry alien 
plantations above indigenous forest zones deprive indigenous 
forests of water, potentially changing their structure and func-
tioning. Plantations should be managed to ensure that the in-
digenous forests receive their water requirements.

Other threats to the area’s forests include the unsustain-
able harvesting of indigenous timber, targeting yellowwood  
species in particular, and uncontrolled fires in grasslands, 
which enter forest patches and in rare cases may destroy them. 
Domestic livestock graze within the forest and at forest mar-
gins, resulting in ecotone degradation. Grasslands have also 
become degraded due to overgrazing and bad farming prac-
tices. Illegal hunting using dogs, snares and weapons poses a 
threat to several small mammals and birds.

The Cape Parrot is threatened by illegal trapping for the cage 
bird trade. Its flocking behaviour and ability to travel large 
distances make it vulnerable to capture, especially in urban 
areas and communities. This is especially a problem between 
March and August, when traditional food resources such as 
yellowwood fruits are scarce and large flocks of birds travel to 
towns in search of food. Compounding the problem is the fact 
that Cape Parrots are affected by Psittacine Beak and Feather 
Disease (PBFD), the most severe symptom of which is a loss 

of feathers. In the worst cases this can leave the bird almost 
completely bald. The sudden onset of PBFD is most likely due 
to increased stress during periods of food scarcity, which leads 
to a drop in body condition and allows the disease to manifest 
itself aggressively. Most of the birds affected are probably lost 
to predators (cats, dogs and raptors) or picked up by mem-
bers of the public, either with good intentions to rear them 
back to health or in some instances probably to sell or keep as 
pets. The majority of these sick birds are very likely to die due 
to the advanced stage of the disease. Bad weather also causes 
mortality among diseased birds, especially those individuals 
without feathers.

Conservation action
The area was previously managed by Ciskei Forestry, but con-
trol of all indigenous forests was handed over to the DNCECP 
in 1996. Approximately 18 500 ha of forests in the IBA are 
formally conserved as State forests and managed by DAFF. 
The Fort Fordyce and Mpofu nature reserves are managed 
by ECPTA, making up an additional 13  000 ha. A number 
of conservation NGOs are active in the area, focusing mainly 
on improving the livelihoods of communities. The Wild Bird 
Trust concentrates on tree-planting schemes, the erection of 
artificial nests and eradicating alien plants to restore natural 
forests and help conserve the Cape Parrot. The Hogsback 
Forestry Forum and wider Hogsback community are actively 
involved in a number of projects that support forest guards, 
clear alien plants and combat illegal poaching. Working for 
Water removes invasive alien plants and Working for Wet-
lands has initiated a project to restore wetlands in the IBA.

Related webpages
www.visiteasterncape.co.za 
www.wildbirdtrust.com

Further reading
Berliner (2005); Castley (1996); Cawe et al. (1989a, 1989b); Downs 
(2005b);  Downs et al. (2014); Everard et al. (1992, 1993a, 1993b, 
1993c); Feely (1954); Gaylard et al. (1996); Hardy et al. (1993); Johnson 
et al. (1987); Maddock (1986); Poduschka (1980); Skead (1964a, 1964b, 
1971); Story (1952); Thompson (1991); Wells (1973). 
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Site deScription
The Kouga–Baviaanskloof Complex encompasses large ar-
eas of mountainous terrain in the western part of the Eastern 
Cape. The Kouga and Baviaanskloof ranges are about 120 km 
long and run parallel to one another from Uniondale in the 
west to Patensie in the east. The Baviaanskloof Valley, which 
separates the two ranges, lies about 40 km due north of the 
coastline. To the south, the Langkloof Valley and Tsitsikam-
ma Mountains lie between these ranges and the coast. Kouga, 
the larger and more extensive of the two ranges, contains 
many high peaks in its central and western sections, of which 
Smutsberg is the highest at 1 757 m a.s.l. At its eastern end the 
range is less rugged, consisting of plateaus and rolling hills 
below 900 m a.s.l. Relative to Kouga, the linear Baviaanskloof 
range is far narrower and much more uniform in shape, with 
Scholtzberg (1 625 m a.s.l.) as its highest peak. The north- 
facing slopes drop steeply to the Great Karoo.

Three main rivers drain the area: the Baviaans and Kouga riv-
ers flow eastward into the Kouga Dam, while the Groot River 
flows through a spectacular gorge before joining the Gamtoos 
River, which runs to the coast. Quartz sandstone sediments of 
the Table Mountain Group dominate the area. To the north, the 
fynbos-covered sandstone gives way to sandstone slopes of arid 
fynbos, which in turn make contact with the Bokkeveld Shales 
of the Great Karoo plains. The temperature regime in these 
mountains is temperate, ranging from an annual average mini-
mum of 5 °C to a maximum of 32 °C. Rain can fall at any time 
of year, brought mostly by cut-off lows. These systems are slow-
moving pockets of cold air from the mid-latitude South Atlantic 
Ocean that are trapped in the south and east of the country by 
high-pressure cells. In the lower-lying areas (<350 m a.s.l.) rain-
fall averages less than 250 mm p.a., whereas the high-altitude 
areas (>800 m a.s.l.) generally receive more than 800 mm p.a. In 
the west there is no marked seasonal pattern; in the east rainfall 
tends to be higher in summer. The local topography has a dra-
matic influence on rainfall events. 

The mainly leached and acid soils, derived from sandstones 
and quartzites of the Table Mountain Group, support mesic 

mountain fynbos dominated by a multitude of communities, 
although Proteaceae, Ericaceae and Restionaceae are fore-
most among these. Afro-temperate forest patches dominated 
by trees are found in deep, secluded, mesic gorges. Arid veld 
occurs on the xeric northern slopes. Spekboomveld is found 
on the steepest slopes at the lowest altitudes, primarily due to 
grazing pressure on more gentle slopes, and is dominated by 
Portulacaria afra and Putterlickia pyracantha. On the plains 
of the Great Karoo, karroid scrub appears. Local patches of 
renosterbos, dominated by Elytropappus rhinocerotis, are 
found on the higher hills and ridges.

birdS
The Kouga–Baviaanskloof Complex, along with the surrounding 
plains, supports a remarkable number of avian habitats, making 
it home to approximately 300 bird species, with a total of 262 
having been recorded so far during SABAP2. All the Cape Fyn-
bos restricted-range and biome-restricted assemblage species  
are found in the mountain ranges. Several South African For-
est restricted-range species occur in the forest patches, and 
the Great Karoo plains in the northern foothills support sev-
eral Namib-Karoo biome-restricted assemblage species. Striped 
Flufftail Sarothrura affinis and Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix 
hottentottus are found in the low fynbos scrub. Orange-breasted 
Sunbird Anthobaphes violacea is widespread among ericas, while 
Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer and Protea Seedeater Crithagra 
leucoptera occur in the proteoid elements and tall scrub. Cape 
Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis 
and Cape Siskin Crithagra totta are widespread in the fynbos. 
Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini is found in moist seeps 
in the hilly areas. Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus 
and Cape Rockjumper Chaetops frenatus are common on most 
rocky slopes above 1 000 m a.s.l.

The mountain peaks and associated cliffs of the complex 
hold Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, Verreauxs’ Eagle 
Aquila verreauxii, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, 
Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis and Peregrine Falcon Falco 
peregrinus. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus is a rare, wide-
spread resident. The isolated forest patches, particularly in the 
south, hold several forest endemics, including Knysna Wood-
pecker Campethera notata, Forest Canary Crithagra scotops, 
Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus and Blue-mantled 
Crested-Flycatcher Trochocercus cyanomelas.

The Great Karoo plains and the northern foothills of the 
Kouga–Baviaanskloof Complex host Karoo Korhaan Eupodo-
tis vigorsii, Sickle-winged Chat Cercomela sinuata and Rufous- 
eared Warbler Malcorus pectoralis. Black-headed Canary 
Serinus alario occurs occasionally, whenever there is seed-
ing grass and water. The belts of riverine Vachellia (formerly 
Acacia) karroo woodland hold Namaqua Warbler Phragmacia 
substriata, while the thicket and scrub on the slopes support 
Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi and Grey Tit Parus afer. 
Other arid-zone species occurring just to the north of the 
complex include Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax canorus, 

Pririt Batis Batis pririt, Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira scita and 
White-throated Canary Crithagra albogularis. Several small 
Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni roosts occur, from which the 
birds disperse during the day to forage on the plains. The 
coastal grassland belt to the south holds Blue Crane Anthro-
poides paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Lud-
wig’s Bustard N. ludwigii, Black Harrier Circus maurus and 
White Stork Ciconia ciconia, which regularly forage within the 
agricultural matrix in the southern part of the complex.

As is the case for many of the Cape Fold Mountain IBAs, to 
fully understand the status of this IBA it is essential that popula-
tion estimates be obtained for certain trigger species. A small 
number of flagship trigger species could be selected and regu-
larly monitored and counted to obtain population estimates. 

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Hottentot Buttonquail, Blue 
Crane, Knysna Woodpecker, Ludwig’s Bustard, Denham’s 
Bustard, Crowned Eagle and Black Harrier. Regionally threat-
ened species are African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Cape 
Rockjumper, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Black Stork Ci-
conia nigra, Karoo Kor haan and Verreauxs’ Eagle.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species common in 
the IBA include Cape Bulbul, Cape Spurfowl, Cape Sugar-
bird, Orange-breasted Sunbird and Cape Siskin, while locally 
common species in this category include Olive Bush-Shrike, 
Victorin’s Warbler, Cape Rockjumper, Grey Cuckooshrike 
Coracina caesia, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Forest 
Canary, Protea Seedeater and Black-headed Canary. Uncom-
mon species in this category include Hottentot Buttonquail, 
Karoo Korhaan, Sickle-winged Chat, Layard’s Tit-Babbler, 
Namaqua Warbler and Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler 
Phylloscopus ruficapilla. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The large size of the IBA means that threats affecting it vary 
across the entire site. Agricultural activities are widespread 
and include Angora goat and seed farming (predominantly 
onions, which is an increasing crop, but other seed types too) 
in the central and western sections of the reserve in the kloof 
along the R342; and cattle grazing on the southern slopes 
of the Kouga range, where the natural veld has been trans-
formed into pasture. Large-scale fruit farming also occurs on 
the southern slopes of the Kouga mountain range near the 
Lang kloof and in the eastern section, where large-scale citrus 
farming is expanding in the Gamtoos River valley. Activities 
such as these transform land and reduce natural vegetation 
habitat for birds of conservation concern, such as Black Har-
rier, but they can also provide habitat for non-threatened 
species that have adapted to agricultural landscapes, such as 
Pied Crow Corvus albus, Hadeda Ibis Bostrychia hagedash and 
Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca.

In association with intensive agriculture in the Langkloof, 
dam construction is widespread and having consequences for 
birds of wetland or stream habitats (warbler species), but fa-
vouring birds of open water (duck species). Some effort has 
been made to restore wetland in certain parts and this may 

recreate suitable habitat for waterbirds. As well as land trans-
formation, threats associated with agricultural landscapes are 
the run-off of fertiliser and other pollutants into waterbodies 
and the associated eutrophication; the abstraction of water 
from natural systems; and pesticide drift. However, there is 
also movement towards ecotourism in the central section of 
the IBA, particularly on farms adjacent to the Baviaanskloof 
World Heritage Site. This is a positive development that can 
provide benefits to conservation.

Stands of alien vegetation (including commercial pine plan-
tations) reduce the extent of fynbos and Afro-temperate forest 
habitats in this area. The stands support little to no indigenous 
bird diversity, apart from certain raptor species that utilise 
this habitat now but previously would not have occurred in 
these areas. Hakea, Pinus and Australian Acacia species oc-
cur to varying degrees across the IBA. Prickly pear Opuntia  
species is considered to be naturalised in the eastern thicket 
sections, although there are plans to eradicate it from some ar-
eas. Escaped cactus species and the ‘mother-of-millions’ plant 
represent an unquantified threat in certain areas. Invasive 
alien trees pose a serious threat to the conservation of water 

kouga–baviaanSkloof coMplex
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and natural vegetation in these mountains. They are known to 
accelerate riverbank erosion and reduce in-stream flow and 
are responsible for changes in the fire regime and the com-
position of plant communities. Bio-control agents, including 
insects and a fungus, have been introduced and some have 
been extremely successful, spreading throughout the biome. 
Physical removal, bio-control and fire are now incorporated 
into most management plans for the control of alien species, 
as may be appropriate. Some private landowners and farmers, 
as well as the Working for Water Project, are clearing alien 
vegetation in certain areas and there is a high-altitude clearing 
team in the Kouga and Kromme catchments.

Fortunately there is little residential or commercial devel-
opment in the core sections of the IBA (the Baviaanskloof 
Nature Reserve and surrounding farmlands), and what there 
is mainly involves the construction of tourism infrastructure 
such as guesthouses. However, the Gamtoos and Langkloof 
valleys are experiencing high population growth and immi-
gration from poor regions of the Eastern Cape. While most 
residential development to cope with the population increase 
is concentrated around towns, secondary impacts include the 
utilisation of resources for construction and firewood – and 
for food, in which case resources may include large-bodied 
bird species, especially terrestrial ‘game’ species.

The harvesting of the indigenous honeybush (Cyclopia spe-
cies) is an important informal economic activity. To encour-
age the growth of these plants, fynbos may be burned every 

seven years, although often a shorter cycle of 4–5 years is 
implemented. This burning regime is detrimental to Protea 
species that do not resprout, many of which are important 
sources of nectar for the fynbos-endemic Cape Sugarbird. 
This is particularly the case at the drier eastern limit of these 
plants’ range, where growth rates appear to be slower than at 
the western limit (scientific evidence is required to confirm 
this). Seeds released after mature protea stands have been 
burnt are important food resources for the fynbos-endemic 
Protea Seedeater. The harvesting of wildflowers is known to 
occur in the area, but is currently presumed to be at a small 
scale within the IBA.

Fynbos is a fire-maintained ecosystem and it has been recog-
nised that fire can be used as a conservation and management 
tool. According to the management principles implemented 
for the Baviaanskloof, natural fires are allowed to burn whereas 
man-made fires are extinguished where possible. The fire regime 
is monitored and annual meetings are held with the relevant 
stakeholders to develop management responses when concerns 
are raised, such as that areas are burning too frequently or not 
frequently enough.

The greater human usage of this mountain area increases 
the likelihood that the exotic Argentine ant Iridomyrmex hu-
milis will enter the ecosystems. This ant ousts the indigenous 
ants that are responsible for dispersing the seeds of the many 
myrmecochorous fynbos species. The loss of the indigenous 
ants could have a major negative impact on the local biota. 

A number of wind-energy facilities are being constructed or 
are already operating in areas adjacent to the IBA. Their po-
tential impacts on birds and other animals include collisions 
with the infrastructure and loss of habitat. BirdLife South Af-
rica is aware of the potential threats from such facilities and 
is engaging with industry and other role players to mitigate 
them wherever possible. 

Conservation action
Historically most of this terrain fell within the Kouga/Baviaans-
kloof Wilderness Area, which comprised 172 208 ha of State 
forest (155 323 ha demarcated and 16 885 ha undemarcated) 
plus 157 829 ha of proposed wilderness area. The majority of the 
IBA now falls within the boundaries of the Baviaanskloof World 
Heritage Site, which includes farms in private ownership. Al-
though the Baviaanskloof Nature Reserve is still awaiting formal 
proclamation as a provincial nature reserve under NEM:PAA, 
it is actively managed by ECPTA to enhance the biodiversity of 
the area and to promote limited ecotourism. ECPTA and Cape-
Nature are expanding the protected area estate through their 
biodiversity stewardship programme and the formation of con-
servancies, as well as other projects such as the Gouritz Cluster 
Biosphere Reserve.

Alien vegetation is being cleared by Working for Water 
in certain areas and by private landowners. ECPTA and the 
Southern Cape Fire Protection Association are involved in 
fire management and intervention to prevent fires from oc-
curring too frequently. Private nature reserves and agricul-
tural and other privately owned land buffer the protected area 
along its borders. The primary management objectives in the 
Kouga and Baviaanskloof Mountain catchments and reserves 

woody cape Section: Addo Elephant National Park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 79 420 ha 

Protection: Partially Protected

Site deScription
This IBA comprises the Alexandria Dunefield, the adjacent 
Alexandria Forest and patches of coastal grassland inland of 
the dunefield. It extends for c. 60 km from the Sundays River 
mouth to Cannon Rocks and is about 10 km wide. Considered 
by some to be the best example of a mobile dune system in the 
world, the Alexandria Dunefield consists of open sand and 
several series of dune slacks and inter-dune hollows. Distinc-
tive coastal dune herbland grows on the dune slacks, while on 
stable dunes many forest-precursor tree species form thicket, 
which is also known as Valley Bushveld. 

The dense, low-altitude (100–357 m a.s.l.) Alexandria For-
est, situated on the northern shore of Algoa Bay, lies inland 
of Cape Padrone. The town of Alexandria is located c. 7 km 
north of the main forest area. Although the region as a whole 
receives a mean rainfall of 900 mm p.a., the amount is con-
siderably higher where the forest backs onto the eastern ex-
treme of the dunefield. Fragments of forest are isolated from 
the main block by farmland, primarily dairy. On the coast, 
holiday resorts lie adjacent to the forest’s fringes. Although 
the vegetation is designated as Tongaland–Pondoland Low-
land Forest, it has Southern Afro-temperate Forest affinities. 
In comparison to the Amatole Forests, it is characterised by 
a shorter canopy (mean of 14.5 m), which is open and has 

numerous gaps, accounting for the tangled nature of the un-
dergrowth and the high incidence of lianas and vines. Open 
forest glades, with an abundance of grasses, are also present 
in the area. Plantations of pines Pinus species and blue gums 
Eucalyptus species are being removed to enable the natural 
vegetation to recover.

birdS
A total of 357 bird species has been recorded so far in this 
IBA during SABAP2. There have been no major changes to 
the IBA trigger species list, due to a fairly stable environment. 
The dry, unvegetated dunes and coastal slacks of the Woody 
Cape Section hold c. 17% of South Africa’s breeding Damara 
Tern Sterna balaenarum population, the only known Damara 
Terns in the Eastern Cape. They also hold 2% of the global 
breeding population of African Black Oystercatcher Haema-
topus moquini, which was at the eastern limit of its breeding 
range here but has subsequently expanded further north-east 
along the coast. Small numbers of African Penguin Spheniscus 
demersus occasionally roost along this coastline. 

Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis and Grey Tit Parus afer oc-
cur in the Valley Bushveld around the dunefield. The open 
beaches and dunes hold large numbers of waders in summer, 
which are hunted by Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus and  

are to produce potable water and conserve nature; secondary 
objectives are to reduce fire hazards and manage wildflower 
harvesting, recreational use and grazing.

The importance of these mountains for both water manage-
ment and biodiversity conservation cannot be over-emphasised. 
Many of the freshwater systems in the Eastern Cape, including 
a large proportion of the catchments of the Gamtoos, Krom and 
Seekoei rivers, have their source in the Kouga and Baviaanskloof 
ranges. Historically the largest conservation areas in the Cape 
Floral Kingdom were proclaimed by DWAF in order to protect 
water catchment areas. Land was acquired rapidly in the 1960s 
after it was shown that mature forest plantations used much 
more water than neighbouring natural fynbos vegetation. Af-
forestation was strictly controlled under the Mountain Catch-
ment Areas Act of 1970 to protect South Africa’s limited water 
supply. The fact that these water catchment areas coincided with 
the areas of greatest plant biodiversity and endemism was en-
tirely fortuitous. 

Budget constraints currently limit the manpower and re-
sources available to conservation authorities for manage-
ment. However, the presence of nature reserves and other 
formal protection in parts of this IBA does improve its overall 
conservation status and reduce threats to bird conservation. 
ECPTA, through its stewardship officer Tracy Potts, is engag-
ing with landowners in the centre of the Baviaanskloof Valley 
to develop stewardship agreements and thus add properties to 

the reserve. In addition, in September 2012 it facilitated a bird 
survey using SABAP2 techniques in the reserve, which result-
ed in a combined bird list of 149 species. Access to some of the 
IBA is restricted due to the ownership of certain segments by 
private landowners on the northern and southern boundaries 
of the Baviaanskloof World Heritage Site. The IBA also falls 
within the Cape Floristic Region World Heritage Site.

The Formosa Nature Reserve, managed by ECPTA, lies on 
the northern slopes of the Tsitsikamma Mountains and forms 
a potential corridor between the Baviaanskloof and the Tsitsi-
kamma–Plettenberg Bay (SA098) IBAs. Such corridors will be 
essential to enable species to adapt and move in response to 
predicted climate change. The Eden to Addo Corridor Proj-
ect is actively seeking to develop such corridors in this area 
and has employed an extension officer to work alongside the 
ECPTA Stewardship Programme in engaging with private 
landowners. 

Related webpage
www.visiteasterncape.co.za/nature-conservation/provincial-parks/ 
baviaanskloof/ 

Further reading
Boshoff (2005); Boshoff et al. (2000); Cowling (1992); ECPB (2009); 
Euston-Brown (1995, 2006); Lee (2013); Lee et al. (2013, 2014); McGill 
(1992); Richardson et al. (1992); Van Wilgen et al. (1992).
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Lanner Falcon F. biarmicus. Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentari-
us, Black Harrier Circus maurus, African Grass Owl Tyto capen-
sis, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami and Black-winged Lapwing 
Vanellus melanopterus occur at very low densities in the partially 
vegetated dune slacks and the short, fringing grassland. Pallid 
Harrier Circus macrourus has been recorded here as a vagrant.

The forest holds Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, 
Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco co-
rythaix, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Narina 
Trogon Apaloderma narina, Red-fronted Tinkerbird Pogoniulis 
pusillus, Knysna Warbler Bradypterus sylvaticus, Barratt’s War-
bler B. barratti, Scaly-throated Honeyguide Indicator variegatus, 
Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca, Knysna Woodpecker 
Campethera notata, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, 
Brown Scrub Robin Erythropygia signata, Forest Canary Crith-
agra scotops and Grey Sunbird Cyanomitra veroxii. 

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Damara Tern, African Black 
Oystercatcher, Cape Cormorant Phalacrocorax capensis, Mar-
tial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Crowned Eagle, Black Har-
rier, Secretarybird, Denham’s Bustard, Knysna Warbler and 
Knysna Woodpecker. Regionally threatened species are Afri-
can Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lanner Falcon and Afri-
can Grass Owl.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are locally 
common in the IBA include Cape Bulbul, Olive Bush-Shrike, 
Knysna Turaco, Barratt’s Warbler, Knysna Woodpecker, Brown 
Scrub Robin, Black-bellied Starling, Forest Canary and Grey 
Sunbird. Uncommon species in this category include Forest 
Buzzard, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Chorister 
Robin-Chat, Knysna Warbler, Yellow-throated Woodland War-
bler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia 
and Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
Threats to the IBA stem from the nearby agricultural activities 
and the Coega Industrial Development Zone, which could 
lead to increased pollution and disturbance along the coastal 
section of the IBA. SANParks is well aware of all threats to 
the IBA and its biodiversity and the necessary steps are being 
taken to mitigate or eliminate them.

Although the citrus farms in the upper reaches of the Sun-
days River valley lie outside the IBA, run-off of fertilisers and 
pesticides from them travels downstream and can affect birds 
in the IBA. Traces of unregistered herbicides have been found 
in African Penguin egg shells on the Algoa Bay islands for 
example, illustrating the potential for these agro-chemicals to 
move from one ecosystem to another and accumulate there. 
The abstraction of water for the nearby agricultural areas can 
lead to changes in the dynamics of the dunefield ecosystem, 
which gets its water from underground sources. An escalation 
in the abstraction of fresh water could lead to increasing sa-
linity in the dunefields, making the water unsuitable for birds 
and other biodiversity. Severe hot and cold weather events as-
sociated with climate change may affect certain IBA trigger 
bird species in the future, particularly Damara Tern and other 
dune-nesting species.

Recreational activities in the IBA are low-impact and very lim-
ited, being mostly restricted to hiking. They are well managed by 
SANParks to avoid any effects on biodiversity. There is, however, 
continuous pressure for recreational facilities to be developed 
in the coastal environment, and sandy coasts are parti cularly 
vulnerable. The dune-breeding Damara Tern and African Black 
Oystercatcher are especially sensitive to human activity in their 
breeding areas. Unfortunately, the peak breeding season of these 
coastal birds coincides with the peak utilisation of the dunefield 
by beach-goers in summer. The IBA is safeguarded to a large 
extent by its formal protection status and the ban on off-road 
driving, although illegal off-road driving and angling do occa-
sionally take place at its boundaries, particularly at the Sundays 
River. Campaigns to raise awareness about the impact of coastal- 
zone users on the environment could be promoted along the 
border of the national park. 

Conservation action
The forest was exploited until the area was declared a na-
ture reserve in 1987. Subsequently incorporated into the 
Addo Elephant National Park as the Woody Cape Section, 
it now enjoys the highest level of formal protection under 
South African environmental legislation. SANParks carries 
out all the necessary conservation action as determined by 
the park’s management plan, including the maintenance of 
infrastructure, trails and roads, the control of invasive alien 
species, beach clean-ups, law enforcement and environmen-
tal monitoring. 

Neighbouring areas that could be considered for future in-
corporation into the IBA are the Ngiyo floodplain, which lies 
between Kariega Private Game Reserve and Sibuya and Em-
lanjeni game reserves, and the Kaba wetland.

Related webpage
www.sanparks.org/parks/addo/camps/woody/ 

Further reading
Briers (1993); Hockey (1983); Jeffery (1987); Johnson et al. (1987); 
Martin (1991a); McLachlan et al. (1980); Randall et al. (1982b); Under-
hill et al. (1980); Van der Merwe (1988); Van Teylingen et al. (1993); 
Ward (1990); Watson (1992, 1995); Watson et al. (1995); Watson et al. 
(1996, 1997); Wright (2014a); Young (1987).

algoa bay iSlandS: Addo Elephant National Park
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4i, ii, iii)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 2 680 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

Site deScription
Located in the large arc of Algoa Bay and to the east of Port 
Elizabeth, this collection of coastal islands is clustered in two 
groups of three islands each: the St Croix group, comprising St 
Croix, Jahleel and Brenton islands; and the Bird Island group, 
consisting of Bird, Seal and Stag islands, as well as Black Rocks.

St Croix Island lies 4 km from the mainland and is situated 
between the mouths of the Coega and Sundays rivers, 21 km 
north-east of the harbour at Port Elizabeth. This rocky 12-ha 
island rises to 58 m a.s.l. and supports minimal vegetation. A 
high ridge runs from east to west across it, overlooking dwell-
ings and a concrete landing jetty. The Bird Island group lies 
some 40 km east of the first group (53 km due east of Port 
Elizabeth) and 7 km from the nearest landfall at the Woody 
Cape Section of Addo Elephant National Park. Bird Island, 
at 19 ha, is the largest of the Algoa Bay Islands and is rela-
tively flat, rising to only 9 m a.s.l. Seal Island is small (0.6 ha) 
and lies 360 m north of Bird Island, while Stag Island, located 
320 m north-west of Bird Island, is even smaller (0.1 ha) and 
comprises a raised central shingle deposit covered with sparse 
vegetation and guano.

Much of the island group is thinly covered with mixed vege-
tation and plants forming localised thickets that provide cover 
for some seabirds. The Algoa Bay Islands are of considerable 
importance as they are the only islands along a 1 777-km 
stretch of coastline between Cape Agulhas and Inhaca Island 
in Mozambique.

birdS
Fourteen seabird, several shorebird and 33 terrestrial bird 
species have been recorded on the Algoa Bay Islands and eight 
seabird species currently breed there. Certain of the seabird 
trigger species are showing declines similar to trends for the 
same species at other sites, whereas other species have been 
increasing at this IBA. These were regarded as the only islands 
in southern Africa where Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii bred 
regularly. However, the species has not been recorded nesting 
on St Croix Island since 2008, although there have been small 
increases in the number of breeding birds in South Africa 
over the past decade. 

Although the number of African Penguins Spheniscus demer-
sus has decreased by approximately 50% since Barnes (1998) 
was published, the Algoa Bay Islands still support almost 50% 
of the global population of this species, most of which are on 
St Croix Island. The decline here is similar to declines at all the 
other African Penguin colonies and urgent conservation action 
is being implemented by a number of partners. 

With a locally significant breeding population of Cape Cor-
morants Phalacrocorax capensis, St Croix is one of the few 
breeding localities for this species in the warmer Agulhas Cur-
rent. This population has remained fairly stable over the past few 
decades, except for a complete failure to breed in 2011. 

Bird Island supports breeding Cape Gannets Morus capen-
sis, one of only six such sites in the world. Gannet numbers 
here have increased by approximately 40% over the past 20 

years, possibly in response to the eastward movement of the 
gannet’s primary prey, pilchard Sardinops sagax and anchovy 
Engraulis encrasicolus. Although this is positive for the species, 
the expansion of the colony has meant that gannets increas-
ingly occupy space on the islands that could be utilised by 
other breeding seabirds and thus have a negative impact on 
these other species.

African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini is found 
throughout the Algoa Bay complex. The exchange of birds be-
tween the islands within Algoa Bay is probably quite high, and 
the group should be treated as a single entity. The islands were 
also known to hold large numbers of Antarctic Tern Sterna 
vittata, which in winter roosted on them in their thousands. 

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are African Penguin (11 304 
breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Cape Cormorant (284 
breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Cape Gannet (83 000 
breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012) and African Black Oys-
tercatcher (55 breeding pairs; SANParks census). Regionally 
threatened species are Caspian Tern Sterna caspia and Rose-
ate Tern (90–100 breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012). The 
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species reaching the 1% or more congregatory threshold are 
Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus and Antarctic Tern, while Swift 
Tern Thalasseus bergii (130 breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 
2012) and Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres are thought to 
reach the 0.5% or more congregatory threshold. 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
It must be noted that although threats to this IBA do exist, 
SANParks is using all available resources to mitigate them 
wherever possible. The major threat to the islands and their 
seabird breeding colonies is the large-scale Coega Industrial 
Development Zone and the harbour and other industrial in-
frastructure associated with it. The direct and indirect threats 
arising from this industrial development include potentially 
catastrophic oil spills that could threaten the entire breeding 
colonies of certain IBA trigger bird species; chronic pollution; 
and disturbance and other negative impacts. 

Between 1956 and 1980, the global Cape Gannet popula-
tion declined by some 50%. The collapse was attributed to a 
decrease in pilchard stocks, the species’ primary food source. 
Despite the global decline, the Bird Island colony has been 
increasing since the late 1960s and continues to do so. In 
addition to being affected by overfishing, Cape Gannets are 
susceptible to oiling and human disturbance. During guano-
scraping operations, which have now been banned for many 
years, high chick mortality was recorded. Chicks were either 
killed directly by displacement or, when excessive amounts of 
guano were removed, nesting areas became basin shaped and 
flooded after rain.

Certain factors are known to affect seabirds throughout 
their ranges. Competition with commercial fisheries, espe-
cially purse-seining for surface-shoaling fish such as anchovy 
Engraulis capensis and pilchard, has been implicated as one 
of the most significant factors causing seabird population de-
clines, especially of African Penguin, Cape Gannet and Cape 
Cormorant. A recommendation has been made that marine 
reserves with a radius of 25 km should be created around im-
portant breeding islands and that commercial fishing should 
be banned or restricted within these zones.

Although the Cape fur seal Arctocephalus pusillus can be a 
threat to seabirds, through competition and displacement at 
breeding islands, the 4 000-strong seal population in Algoa 

Bay is decreasing and currently poses little threat to breeding 
seabirds in this region. Kelp Gulls and skuas, however, pose 
a more significant threat. The high number of gulls targeting 
penguin and gannet eggs can be a major issue, specifically on 
the smaller islands, and can lead to a decrease in reproductive 
success for these threatened species.

A threat that is both unpredictable and difficult to control is 
chronic pollution. Crude oil or other pollutants spill into the 
ocean when tankers break open, wash their tanks, dump cargo 
or pump bilge. African Penguins are particularly susceptible to 
these events, and a single oil disaster can severely affect popula-
tions. It is believed that the breeding sites in Algoa Bay, at the 
eastern extremity of the species’ range, are at highest risk as they 
are closest to the major oil-shipping routes.

Conservation action
As a South African National Park, this IBA has the highest 
form of legislative protection in South Africa, as well as the 
necessary management planning and conservation action re-
quired to maintain the site. Human access to the islands is 
highly restricted and only possible by means of a permit from 
SANParks for specific research activities.

SANParks implements all required conservation actions for 
this site, including the maintenance of infrastructure and the 
mitigation of threats. These actions are not limited by a lack of 
resources as much as by a lack of  knowledge and best-practice 
required to address certain threats. An example of this is the 
breeding of African Penguins in artificial nests; although all the 
resources are available, the optimal construction material and 
other factors are still being determined. 

Populations of seabirds in general and African Penguin in 
particular tend to go through periods of flux; within ten years 
large populations can dwindle to almost nothing. Because 
inter-island movements are poorly understood and seabird 
populations are relatively dynamic, it is vital that all southern 
African islands where birds breed, or could breed, are pro-
tected as a network.

Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/addo/conservation/ff/marine.php 

Further reading
Adams (1991); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Branch (1991); Broekhuysen et al. 
(1961); Brooke et al. (1986); Brooke et al. (1988); Cooper et al. (1983); 
Cooper et al. (1984); Cooper et al. (1986); Cooper et al. (1989); Craw-
ford (1995); Crawford et al. (1978); Crawford et al. (1981); Crawford et 
al. (1982a); Crawford et al. (1982b); Crawford et al. (1983); Crawford et 
al. (1989); Crawford et al. (1990); Crawford et al. (1994); Crawford et al. 
(1995a); Crawford et al. (1995c); Crawford et al. (1995d); Crawford et 
al. (2012); Every (1970); Frost et al. (1976); Furness et al. (1982); Hock-
ey (1983); Hockey et al. (1981); Jarvis (1971); Jarvis et al. (1971); Klages 
(1994); Klages et al. (1992); La Cock (1995); McGilll (1970); McLachlan 
(1974a, 1974b); McLachlan et al. (1974); Morant et al. (1981); Rand 
(1963); Randall BM et al. (1984); Randall RM et al. (1979); Randall 
RM et al. (1980b); Randall RM et al. (1981); Randall RM et al. (1981a); 
Randall RM et al. (1981b); Randall RM et al. (1982a); Randall RM et al. 
(1991); Ross (1971, 1978); Shelton et al. (1982); Siegfried (1982); Sum-
mers et al. (1977a); Underhill (1992); Urquhart et al. (1996); Williams 
(1995); Wilson et al. (1988); Wright (2014a). 

SwartkopS eStuary–redhouSe and chatty Salt panS

Site deScription
The Swartkops River estuary is located on the outskirts of Port 
Elizabeth, 15 km north of the harbour. The river flows from 
its catchment in the Groot Winterhoek Mountains west of 
Uitenhage and, like its tributary the Elands River, descends a 
relatively steep, narrow valley. The two rivers flow in parallel 
before joining shortly after they enter the floodplain. The estu-
ary is tidal for c. 16 km upstream. Its upper reaches are narrow 
(c. 90 m wide) and channel-like, twisting their way through 
steep banks of muddy sand, and include a small intertidal area 
comprising a sandy substrata where sand prawn Callianassa 
kraussi is the most common invertebrate. The estuary widens 
slightly and becomes less convoluted between Bar None Salt 
Pans and Brickfields in the middle reaches. Below Brickfields, 
the steep banks flatten, the estuary broadens considerably  
(c. 350 m wide) and extensive open mudflats provide habitat 
for the estuarine mud prawn Upogebia africana. The mouth 
is permanently open and is covered with beds of the eelgrass 
Zostera capensis. When these beds disappeared in 1983, a 
large expanse of intertidal mudflats took their place. The eel-
grass has since returned and the mudflats have receded.

Salt marsh comprising species such as Spartina maritima 
occurs commonly in the lower and middle reaches of the estu-
ary, whose north and south banks are flanked by the Redhouse 
Salt Pans, operated by Cerebos. The Chatty Salt Pans lie south 
of the Swartkops–Redhouse railway line. Additional salt pans 
on the Motherwell side of the estuary are in the Zwartkops 
Valley Nature Reserve, near the brickfields. Three islands, of 
9.9 ha, 1.3 ha and 0.5 ha, are located near these pans. The wa-
ter depth over most of the pan is 0.6 m. The salinity of these 
salt-pan systems is highly variable, ranging between 30 and 
50 parts per thousand; after heavy rain it may fall to as low as 
nine parts per thousand. 

The terrestrial vegetation surrounding the estuary can be 
divided into four primary types: coastal dune herbland, which 
grows along the coast near the mouth; floodplain scrubland, 

which comprises succulent scrub and herbs; grassland with  
species such as Themeda triandra; and thicket dominated by 
Portulacaria. 

birdS
This IBA complex supports, on average, 14 500 birds each 
year and occasionally passes the 20 000 threshold. Redhouse 
Salt Pans and the Swartkops Estuary each regularly hold more 
than 4 000 birds a year; in the estuary, up to 3 300 of these are 
Palearctic migrants, present mainly in summer. At least 200 
bird species occur regularly each year and of these, 77 species 
are waterbirds and three are raptors associated with wetlands 
(African Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer, African Marsh Harrier 
Circus ranivorus and Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus). Of 
these 80 wetland species, 20 are Palaearctic migrants; of the 
remaining 60 non-migrant species, 37 have been recorded 
breeding in the IBA.

The intertidal mudflats near the river mouth support the 
greatest density of birds, including important numbers of Af-
rican Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini, Grey Plover 
Pluvialis squatarola, Common Whimbrel Numenius phaeo-
pus, Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres and Terek Sandpiper 
Xenus cinereus. Thirteen species have been recorded breeding 
at Redhouse Salt Pans.

The estuary is considered the most important estuarine 
and salt-flats habitat on the Eastern Cape coast, and the 
most important site on the mainland of the Eastern Cape for 
breeding colonies of coastal birds, including African Black 
Oystercatcher, with up to 14 pairs annually. Kelp Gull Larus 
dominicanus breeds in large numbers and the pan has sup-
ported up to 683 nests. Two islands at Redhouse Salt Pans 
host the second largest coastal breeding colony of White-
breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus in southern Afri-
ca, with a maximum of 224 nests counted. Grey-headed Gull 
Chroicocephalus cirrocephalus, with up to 608 nests, and Afri-
can Sacred Ibis Threskiornis aethiopicus also have regionally  
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important breeding colonies here. Redhouse Salt Pans holds 
the second largest breeding colony of Caspian Tern Sterna 
caspia, with up to 58 nests, in South Africa; in some years 20% 
of the country’s breeding birds nest here. 

Important numbers of Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigri-
collis, Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus, Lesser Fla-
mingo Phoeniconaias minor, South African Shelduck Tadorna 
cana, Cape Teal Anas capensis, Cape Shoveler A. smithii, Pied 
Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, Curlew Sandpiper Calidris fer-
ruginea and Sanderling C. alba also occur on the salt pans. 
The Valley Bushveld in the surrounding Swartkops Valley 
Nature Reserve holds Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis, Grey 
Tit Parus afer, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus olivaceus, 
Southern Tchagra Tchagra tchagra, Karoo Scrub Robin Eryth-
ropygia coryphoeus, Cape Penduline-Tit Anthoscopus minu-
tus, Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca and Knysna 
Woodpecker Campethera notata.

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Damara Tern Sterna balaena-
rum, African Black Oystercatcher, Cape Cormorant Phalacro-
corax capensis, Lesser Flamingo, Martial Eagle Polemaetus belli-
cosus, Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus and Knysna 
Woodpecker. Regionally threatened species are Caspian Tern, 
Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii, Greater Flamingo, Lanner Fal-
con Falco biarmicus, African Marsh Harrier, Half-collared 
Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata and Greater Painted-snipe 
Rostratula benghalensis. Restricted-range and biome-restricted 
species common at the site include Cape Bulbul, while Olive 
Bush-Shrike, Black-bellied Starling and Knsyna Woodpecker 
are uncommon.

Species that have met the 1% or more congregatory popu-
lation threshold are Black-necked Grebe (maximum 1 249 
individuals; this and following data provided by Paul Mar-
tin), Greater Flamingo (maximum >1 000 individuals), South 
African Shelduck (maximum 422 individuals), African Black 
Oystercatcher (maximum 55 individuals), Ruddy Turnstone 
(maximum 601 individuals), Pied Avocet (maximum 490 
individuals) and Kelp Gull (maximum 683 breeding pairs). 
Species meeting the 0.5% or more threshold are Caspian Tern 
(maximum 68 individuals), Cape Shoveler (maximum 315  

individuals), Curlew Sandpiper (maximum 4 187 individu-
als), African Spoonbill Platalea alba (maximum 82 individu-
als) and Grey-headed Gull (608 breeding pairs).  

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
There are a number of major threats affecting this estuary and 
they stem mostly from its location within a major metropoli-
tan municipality with associated development. However, expert 
opinion suggests that the estuary has maintained its ecological 
functioning and continues to provide important habitat for bird 
species despite the proximity of the metropolitan area. 

The indirect effects of urbanisation and industrial develop-
ment around the shores of the estuary include sewage run-off, 
solid waste pollution and litter, and people disturbing birds and 
their habitat. The adjacent land is used for various purposes, 
such as residential townships, industry and clay mining. As a 
result, substantial industrial sewage and organo-chlorine efflu-
ents enter the river. The Markman canal is a particularly serious 
source of pollution due to the multiple leaks along the sewage 
pipeline between Motherwell and the Fishwater Flats Waste Wa-
ter Treatment Works. Pollution impacts the ecology of the estu-
ary in a number of ways. Chemical effluents alter nutrient levels 
and may poison micro-organisms, leading to knock-on effects 
on the ecosystem, while solid waste can choke birds or other 
animals if swallowed. Storm-water canals that carry debris and 
pollutants into the estuary should be covered or re-directed into 
sewage networks. Heavy metals such as cadmium have recently 
been discovered in the sediments around the estuary, and traces 
that have been found in fish and invertebrates suggest that these 
could be accumulating higher up the food chain in birds. 

Human disturbance from residential and other develop-
ments around the shores of the estuary, as well as boating and 
angling in the estuary itself, can negatively impact on birds and 
is especially harmful in a direct form, such as egg collection 
or predation by dogs. Bait collecting also causes considerable 
disturbance to breeding and foraging birds, and regulations to 
control it should be introduced to minimise its impact.

The construction of infrastructure such as roads and bridges 
has brought changes to the dynamics of the estuary, restricting 
and redirecting water flow and curbing the movement of sedi-
ments. The major dam at Groendal has also impacted on the 
broader flow dynamics and sediment load of the estuary. The 
restriction of the mouth to a single location at the sea has had 
a negative impact on the natural flooding and sediment depo-
sition cycles along the coastline. Future water demands in and 
around this growing urban centre may result in the establishment 
of more impoundments, which will substantially reduce flow and 
potentially disrupt the ecological functioning of the estuary. 

Conservation action
The Swartkops Estuary basin is administered mainly by the 
Nelson Mandela Bay municipality, although a number of oth-
er stakeholders are active at the site. One of these is the Zwart-
kops Conservancy, which has been in operation for a number 
of years (until 2010 under the name Zwartkops Trust). Its pri-
mary goal is the wise use and management of the estuary for 
both nature conservation and human recreation.

Maitland–gaMtooS coaSt
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Eastern Cape  •  Size: 1 500 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

Site deScription
This IBA is a stretch of coastal dunefield that extends 23 km 
from the Gamtoos River mouth to the Maitland River mouth. 
It is 0.75 km wide and covers approximately 1 800 ha in total.  
The extensive coastal dunefields of the area consist primar-
ily of open sand and a series of dune slacks, inter-dune hol-
lows and depressions between dunes. Coastal dune herbland 
grows along the coast and is colonised by Arctotheca popu-
lifolia, Stipagrostis zeyheri, Suaeda maritima and Passerina 
rigida. Patches of grassland lie adjacent to the herbland. In 
stable dunes, thicket vegetation comprising several forest  
precursor tree species is found. Exotic Acacia and Eucalyptus 
species also occur.

birdS
African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini numbers 
have almost doubled since the first IBA directory was published 
(Barnes 1998). The BirdLife International data zone puts the to-
tal global population of the species at 3 300–4 000 birds; Roberts 
(2005) estimates a total of 6 000 birds. Thus, according to latest 
estimates, this IBA may support at least 5%, and possibly up to 
10%, of the global population. The site also holds suitable breed-
ing habitat for Damara Tern Sterna balaenarum, although this 
species has not been reported in SABAP2 or CWACs recently. 
African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus has been recorded 
breeding at the Gamtoos River mouth. 

The Valley Bushveld in the surrounding thicket holds 
Southern Tchagra Tchagra tchagra and Grey Tit Parus afer, as 
well as a number of other thicket and forest species, such as 
Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix and Forest Canary Crith-
agra scotops.

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are African Black Oystercatcher 
(346 individuals; survey data from Paul Martin), which also 
passes the 1% or more congregatory population threshold,  
Cape Cormorant Phalacrocorax capensis and Knysna Wood-
pecker Campethera notata. Regionally threatened species are 
African Marsh Harrier, Caspian Tern Sterna caspia (average 
nine, maximum 31 individuals; CWAC data) and Lanner Fal-
con Falco biarmicus. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are lo-
cally common include Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis, 

The Aloe Nature Reserve near Bluewater Bay protects the natu-
ral thicket vegetation and other biome types, but does not include 
parts of the estuary below the 5-m flood line. The Swartkops 
Valley Nature Reserve, along the northern border of the estuary, 
also conserves terrestrial vegetation, which forms a dense closed 
canopy up to 5 m high in places and serves to bind the shallow 
topsoil protecting the underlying clay. The natural vegetation is 
mostly intact, although prickly pear Opuntia species and jointed 
cactus O. aurantiaca have invaded 1% of the reserve’s area. An ap-
plication is being made for this reserve to become a Ramsar site. 

The estuary itself needs to be formally protected, and strict-
er zonation and law enforcement with regard to its use should 
be applied. The staff previously employed at Aloe and Swart-
kops Valley nature reserves have been reassigned elsewhere, 
leaving a major management gap at this site. The Zwartkops 
Conservancy is addressing this issue and aims to raise funds 
to employ its own rangers at these reserves. 

Although an integrated management plan for the estuary and 
associated nature reserves (Enviro-Fish Africa 2011) has been 
developed as part of the Swartkops River Valley Management 
Forum (established in terms of the Integrated Coastal Manage-
ment Act) and C.A.P.E Estuaries Programme, it is not certain to 

what degree the plan has been implemented. The Nelson Man-
dela Bay municipality has a coastal and marine conservation 
office on the estuary at Swartkops, but it has insufficient capac-
ity. Zwartkops Conservancy employs a part-time environmen-
tal officer, has a boat and supervises cleaners whose salaries are 
paid by the municipality’s Expanded Public Works Programme. 
The conservancy also provides environmental education and 
holds regular classes for three busloads of schoolchildren per 
month. Seven honorary marine control officers, four of whom 
are qualified, are also present at the estuary.

Redhouse Salt Pans is still operated as a commercial venture, 
ensuring that adequate funds and manpower are available for 
the maintenance of the retaining walls and the continued opera-
tion of the water pump. These commercial functions are vital for 
waterbird management at the site, as the pans provide some of the 
most important waterbird habitat on the Eastern Cape coastline. 

Further reading
Baird et al. (1986); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Crawford et al. (1982a); 
Crawford et al. (2009); Enviro-Fish Africa (2011); Martin AP (1991b); 
Martin AP et al. (1987a, 1988a, 1988b); Martin AP et al. (1987b). 

swArTkoPs EsTuArY– 
rEdhousE & chATTY 

sALT PAns IBA

0                1.5                 3                                       6  km

➣

N

swartkops valley nr

new Brighton

swartkops

redhouse

Bluewater Bay

Eastern Cape

INDIAN OCEAN

MAITLAnd – GAMToos coAsT IBA

0            2            4                          8  km➣

N

Van Stadens 
River mouth

Gamtoos
River mouth

Thornhill

Maitland
River mouth

Eastern Cape

N2

INDIAN OCEAN

N2

coastal dunefield



176  IBA DIRECTORY 2015   EAsTERn CApE  177

Knysna Woodpecker, Black-bellied Starling Notopholia cor-
rusca, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Forest Canary and 
Knysna Turaco.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
A ban on off-road driving on beaches and the sand dunes and 
dune slacks bordering the coast impedes accessibility to this 
coastal IBA and helps to reduce the number of threats fac-
ing the site. The previous high level of vehicular traffic was 
regarded as the single biggest threat to African Black Oys-
tercatcher, the main trigger species for this IBA. Eggs and 
nests were crushed and breeding success for the species was 
reduced. The ban was quickly effective and even in the first 
seasons after its implementation an increase in breeding suc-
cess was noted. Nevertheless, the coastal environment is un-
der continuous pressure from development and recreational 
activities. 

Sandy coasts are particularly vulnerable to human activity, 
and off-road vehicles in these areas remain a cause for con-
cern. Although legislation and management guidelines pro-
hibit vehicles, they continue to gain access to the area illegally, 
resulting in nest destruction and high rates of chick and adult 
mortality. 

Another significant threat comes from plastic and solid 
waste pollution washing up on the coast. Birds can choke if 
they ingest plastic, or they become entangled in nets or fish-
ing line. There is, however, no evidence as to the scale of this 
particular threat.

Alien vegetation is estimated to cover up to 70% of the 
coastal dunes, replacing indigenous dune vegetation and re-
ducing the habitat available for the forest endemic birds that 
occur at this site. Urgent eradication programmes are re-
quired in this sensitive ecosystem.

Proposed wind energy facilities in the agricultural land ad-
jacent to the IBA pose a threat to birds moving inland from 
the IBA. They may impact on Secretarybirds Sagittarius  

serpentarius and Denham’s Bustards Neotis denhami that uti-
lise the area outside the IBA but directly adjacent to it.

Conservation action
Gamtoos Nature Reserve, which begins at the Gamtoos River 
mouth and extends eastward towards the Van Stadens River 
mouth, covers almost the entire IBA. Although the area is ad-
ministered by the Kouga municipality, no active management 
of the reserve is currently under way. Maitland Nature Reserve 
is adjacent to the IBA and is actively managed by the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan municipality. A proposal that certain 
municipal nature reserves be managed by ECPTA because 
the district and local municipalities do not have the capacity 
or mandate to manage them is under discussion. However,  
ECPTA is also limited by capacity and is understandably reluc-
tant to take on the management of sites without the resources 
necessary for the task. 

CWAC monitoring is undertaken at the Gamtoos River 
mouth by members of St Francis Bay Bird Club and at the 
Maitland River mouth by members of BirdLife Eastern Cape. 

The isolated nature of this IBA and the ban on off-road 
driving provide a degree of protection and preclude much 
development. Beach clean-ups have taken place in the past 
and it is hoped that these will become an annual event to re-
duce the amount of plastic pollution accumulating along the 
coastline. BirdLife South Africa has assisted BirdLife Eastern 
Cape to establish a Local Conservation Group linked to this 
IBA, and this group may undertake beach clean-ups in future. 
Education campaigns and increased awareness of the impacts 
of beach-goers’ activities should also be promoted.

Further reading
Crawford et al. (2009); Hockey (1983, 1985a); James et al. (2010); Jeffery 
(1987); Scharler et al. (2003); Schumann et al. (1997); Underhill et al. 
(1980); Van der Merwe (1988); Van Teylingen et al. (1993); Ward (1990); 
Watson (1992, 1995); Watson et al. (1995); Whittington et al. (2006). 

tSitSikaMMa–plettenberg bay
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Eastern Cape/Western Cape  •  Size: 57 570 ha

Protection: Partially Protected

Site deScription
This IBA previously encompassed only the Tsitsikamma sec-
tion of the Garden Route National Park, but the boundary has 
been extended further west to incorporate important habi-
tats and species’ populations in and around Plettenberg Bay. 
Approximately 24 000 ha in extent, the Tsitsikamma section 
of the Garden Route National Park is situated in the De Vas-
selot area of the Eastern Cape and Western Cape provinces. 
It stretches for about 80 km, beginning west of the Sout River 
near Nature’s Valley and continuing eastward to the Groot 
River, which has its source near Kareedouw. This section ex-
tends 3–4 km inland along the gorges of the Brak, Sout, Bob-
bejaans and Groot rivers, whose cliff-faces rise to between 40 
and 220 m high. To the east of Nature’s Valley the park is re-
stricted to the steeply sloping coastal escarpment.

The IBA’s boundary has been extended to align with the 
marine protected area directly offshore of the national park’s 
Tsitsikamma section. It runs from the south-western edge of 
the Tsitsikamma MPA c. 20 km across to the north-eastern 
corner of the Robberg MPA, thereby incorporating the entire 
Plettenberg Bay coastline and near-shore areas. Following 
the border of the Robberg MPA, it then aligns with the ter-
restrial boundary of CapeNature’s Robberg Nature Reserve, 
runs north along Robberg Beach, takes in the estuary of the 
Piesang River and continues north along Plettenberg Bay’s 
middle beach before moving inland to the western shore of 
the Keurbooms River estuary. The IBA thus incorporates the 
Keurbooms estuary spit, an important breeding site for Kelp 
Gull Larus dominicanus and other species. It joins the Cape-
Nature Keurbooms River Nature Reserve at the Keurbooms 
River bridge over the N2 highway and extends inland c. 4.5 km  
along the Keurbooms River valley. The IBA’s border then fol-
lows this reserve’s boundary south and east, where it joins the 
Nature’s Valley section of the Garden Route National Park and 
encompasses additional fynbos and forest habitats protected 

in the national park. The final stretch of the IBA aligns with 
the northern boundary of the Tsitsikamma section of the Gar-
den Route National Park. 

The IBA has been enlarged to include the bird breeding col-
onies on the Keurbooms estuary spit and important fynbos 
and forest habitats. Much of this expansion aligns with exist-
ing protected area boundaries, thus ensuring the sustainable 
protection of the IBA. At no extra cost, it helps to gain greater 
protection for these areas by encouraging active support and 
can play a vital role in increasing avitourism in the region and 
enhancing public awareness of the area’s biodiversity value.  

The major geological formations of the area are of Table 
Mountain Sandstone and Bokkeveld Shale. The Tsitsikamma 
section of the Garden Route National Park lies on a plateau 
that falls abruptly to the rocky shoreline 120 m below. The 
coastal plain, the sheer cliffs dropping into the ocean and 
the deep, narrow valleys cut by rivers flowing down from 
the Tsitsikamma Mountains are the dominant topographical 
features. The interior is hilly, rugged and deeply incised by 
narrow valleys. The IBA is dissected by the impressive gorges 
of the Storms, Groot, Elands, Elandsbos, Lottering, Bloukrans 
and Keurbooms rivers. The Nature’s Valley section and Keur-
booms River Nature Reserve are characterised by densely 
forested hills, from which rivers meander into more open es-
tuarine habitats as they near the sea. Robberg Nature Reserve 
resembles parts of the Tsitsikamma section, with fynbos ele-
ments on top of steep cliffs that drop into the ocean below. The 
area experiences annual average minimum and maximum 
temperatures of 11 °C and 19 °C respectively and rain falls 
throughout the year, averaging 1 000 mm p.a. 

The Tsitsikamma section of the Garden Route National Park 
comprises two primary vegetation types: Tsitsikamma Sand-
stone Fynbos and Southern Afro-temperate Forest. The  coastal 
belt’s vegetation is dominated by typical Afro-temperate forest 
species that form part of the large Knysna Afro-temperate For-
est Complex. Thorny shrubs and very dry scrub-forest grow on 
slopes with shallow soil and a hot, dry aspect, whereas dry high-
forest is found on steep, well-drained slopes with shallow soil 
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and a warm aspect. Moist, tall forest develops in valleys and on 
deeper soil. Towards the coast, true forest trees become scarce 
and dune forest elements begin to dominate. Forest patches 
often lie adjacent to fynbos and the boundaries between the 
two are usually fairly abrupt, due to fires that burn right up to 
the forest edge. There are two primary fynbos communities:  
mesic mountain fynbos, which grows on the steep coastal es-
carpment; and, on the inland escarpment, a community that 
varies from tall closed shrubland to low, open restioid cover. 
The IBA also includes a number of coastal cliffs, offshore stacks 
and small islands. 

birdS
At least 300 species have been recorded in the IBA. The offshore 
stacks and islands hold breeding White-breasted Cormorant 
Phalacrocorax lucidus and Cape Cormorant P. capensis, which 
are now being recorded in very high numbers and have also 
begun breeding at Robberg Nature Reserve. Kelp Gull breeds 
in very high numbers on the Keurbooms River estuary spit. Af-
rican Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini, Caspian Tern 
Sterna caspia and White-fronted Plover Charadrius marginatus 
breed along the beaches of the IBA.

African Finfoot Podica senegalensis and Half-collared King-
fisher Alcedo semitorquata have been recorded, and breed, in 
the rivers near Nature’s Valley and along the Keurbooms Riv-
er valley. White-backed Night Heron Gorsachius leuconotus 
has been recorded near Plettenberg Bay and there is a good 
chance that it occurs in the IBA.

The indigenous forest and fynbos hold many restricted-
range and biome-restricted assemblage species. Striped Fluff-
tail Sarothrura affinis has been recorded in low fynbos scrub 
and almost certainly occurs here. Orange-breasted Sunbird 
Anthobaphes violacea is widespread among ericas, while Cape 
Sugarbird Promerops cafer is almost restricted to the prote-
oid elements, but has infiltrated urban areas too. Cape Spur-
fowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis and 
Cape Siskin Crithagra totta are widespread in fynbos. Large 
numbers of Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini are found 
in moist seeps in hilly areas.

The isolated forest patches hold several forest endemics, 
including Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna Turaco 
Tauraco corythaix, Knysna Woodpecker Campethera notata, 
Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa and Forest Canary 
Crithagra scotops. The area also holds a substantial propor-
tion of the global Knysna Warbler Bradypterus sylvaticus 
population. Other forest species include Olive Bush-Shrike 
Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Narina Trogon Apaloderma narina 
and Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus. The grassland 
patches potentially support Denham’s Bustard Neotis den-
hami, Black Harrier Circus maurus and Secretarybird Sagit-
tarius serpentarius. 

iba trigger SpecieS
Globally threatened species are Cape Gannet Morus capensis, 
Cape Cormorant, African Black Oystercatcher, Crowned Eagle, 
Denham’s Bustard, Knysna Woodpecker and Knysna Warbler. 
Regionally threatened species are African Marsh Harrier Cir-
cus ranivorus, African Finfoot, Caspian Tern and Half-collared  

Kingfisher. Restricted-range and biome-restricted species in-
clude the locally common Forest Buzzard, Knysna Turaco, 
Knysna Woodpecker, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia,  
Chorister Robin-Chat, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler 
Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Olive Bush-Shrike, Swee Waxbill Coc-
copygia melanotis, Forest Canary, White-starred Robin Pogono-
cichla stellata, Cape Spurfowl, Cape Siskin, Orange-breasted 
Sunbird, Cape Bulbul, Cape Sugarbird and Victorin’s Warbler. 
Knysna Warbler is uncommon. 

Species that have met the 1% or more congregatory popu-
lation threshold are Kelp Gull (1 900 breeding pairs), Cape 
Cormorant (>7 000 individuals; 1.9%) and African Black 
Oystercatcher (an estimated 50 pairs of a global population of 
3 300–4 000 mature individuals; 2.5%). 

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The IBA is surrounded by timber plantations and invasive 
alien vegetation is thus a major threat to its indigenous habi-
tat. More than ten alien plant species affect the IBA, includ-
ing Hakea sericea, Acacia saligna, A. cyclops, A. longifolia,  
A. mearnsii, A. melanoxylon, Pinus radiata, P. pinaster and Eu-
calyptus species. The invasion and subsequent transformation 
of indigenous habitat types will reduce the habitat avail-
able for IBA trigger species. This threat is most relevant to the 
fynbos that occurs on ridges in the IBA, which is more easily 
invaded than the Afro-temperate forest.

The rivers that enter the IBA are affected by a number of 
threats upstream of the protected areas, including pollution, 
water abstraction and in-stream impoundments. Pollutants 
from the neighbouring dairy industry and pine plantations 
wash off the land surface, accumulate in the rivers and may 
then build up in the different trophic levels of the riverine 
ecosystems, thus impacting on other aspects of the IBA eco-
system. The danger to the health of these river systems was 
noted as the greatest threat to the ecosystem integrity in the 
Tsitsikamma section of the Garden Route National Park.

Changes in fire frequency impact on both fynbos and for-
est. Increasing fire frequency prevents certain long-lived fyn-
bos elements from re-sprouting or re-seeding as they burn 
too early in their growth cycles and cannot set enough seed in 
the seedbed or create enough rootstock for re-sprouting. The 
loss of these plant types may affect certain IBA trigger species. 
Regular fires also create disturbance at the forest–fynbos mar-
gin, which can lead to root damage in larger, older trees and 
cause them to fall. The frequency of these events could then 
result in a decrease in the extent of the forest. However, sup-
pressing fires may lead to fynbos habitat becoming moribund 
and a reduction in the numbers of fynbos-endemic birds. A 
balanced fire regime, mimicking natural frequencies, is there-
fore essential to the ecological health of the IBA.

In the past, African Black Oystercatcher showed a high rate 
of nest desertion, presumably due to disturbance. This was 
remedied to a large extent by the ban on off-road driving along 
the coast. However, the Keurbooms River estuary spit, with its 
associated Kelp Gull colony, and Keurbooms beach, Nature’s 
Valley beach and Lookout beach are subject to high levels of 
disturbance, especially during the December holiday season. 

This can lead some species (Kelp Gull, African Black Oyster-
catcher and White-fronted Plover) to abandon their nests or 
can result in some species’ nests (Caspian Tern, African Black 
Oystercatcher and White-fronted Plover) being preyed upon 
when the birds are disturbed from them. The protection of 
nest sites from humans during the breeding season has been 
suggested as a conservation measure. CapeNature field rang-
ers and Nature’s Valley Trust staff monitor the active nests of 
vulnerable species and during their regular patrols they ask 
members of the public to keep their distance so as not to dis-
turb breeding birds.

Conservation action
The IBA falls within the Tsitsikamma and Nature’s Valley 
sections of the Garden Route National Park, administered 
by SANParks, and the Robberg and Keurbooms River na-
ture reserves, administered by CapeNature. The Tsitsikamma 
National Park was originally proclaimed in December 1964. 
In 1987, the De Vasselot Nature Reserve, which was origi-
nally established in 1974, was transferred from the Forestry 
Department to the stewardship of the National Parks Board 
(now SANParks). The Garden Route National Park, with ad-
ditional protected areas around Wilderness and Knysna, was 
subsequently proclaimed. It has a strong scientific services di-
vision, which carries out regular monitoring duties, and has 
developed comprehensive management plans, as required 
by South African legislation for all formally protected areas. 
CapeNature ecological staff also provide support to the man-
agers of the reserves under their jurisdiction to ensure that 
management strategies are based on sound evidence. 

Much of the Tsitsikamma and Nature’s Valley sections of the 
Garden Route National Park are not accessible to members of 
the public, so the impact of recreational activities is limited. 
Although the Storms River Mouth rest camp is well devel-
oped, the footprint of its accommodation is insignificant and 
restricted to the site; the same is true of the Nature’s Valley rest 

camp and the small accommodation units in the Robberg and 
Keurbooms River nature reserves. The maintenance of foot-
paths, in particular along the Otter Trail and in Robberg Na-
ture Reserve, is ongoing so that soil erosion and other negative 
impacts are reduced. 

In consultation with biologists, management has deter-
mined that no prescribed burning is required in the national 
park and that the burning regime should allow natural fires 
to take their course. The Working for Water project has been 
active throughout the area since the late 1990s and many alien 
vegetation species have been removed through a multi-phase 
approach that includes the necessary follow-ups. 

Active management on the part of CapeNature and SAN-
Parks in different sections of the IBA ensures their protec-
tion. In addition, NGOs such as Nature’s Valley Trust conduct 
research and monitoring exercises that focus particularly on 
the coastal and fynbos sections of the IBA, as well as pub-
lic awareness activities during the December holiday season. 
BirdLife South Africa has formed the Bitou Valley Local Con-
servation Group with members of the local bird club (BirdLife 
Plettenberg Bay), the Bitou Valley Trust and Nature’s Valley 
Trust. This dynamic group undertakes regular monitoring ac-
tivities, environmental education and public awareness events 
in the IBA. Members of the group are also working closely 
with the local municipality to enhance the area as a destina-
tion for avitourism, thereby providing additional stimulus to 
the local economy. 

Related webpages
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/garden_route/ 
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/robberg-nature-reserve/ 
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/keurbooms-river-nature-reserve/ 

Further reading
Adams et al. (1999); Branch et al. (1987); Brown (2013); Hanekom et al. 
(2012); Hanekom et al. (1989); Leseberg et al. (2000); Skead et al. (1967). 

nature’S valley  AlBERT fROnEmAn

http://www.sanparks.co.za/parks/garden_route/
http://www.capenature.co.za/reserves/robberg-nature-reserve/
http://www.capenature.co.za/reserves/keurbooms-river-nature-reserve/


180  IBA DIRECTORY 2015   EAsTERn CApE  181

Site deScription
This IBA occurs in the north-eastern part of the Eastern Cape 
(former Transkei). The Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres breed-
ing colonies are located along the cliffs cut by the river sys-
tems of the Mzimvubu, which flows into the Indian Ocean at 
Port St Johns, and the Mngazi, which enters the ocean 10 km 
further south. Three main biomes intersect the area: the In-
dian Ocean Coastal Belt, which runs in a strip c. 15 km wide 
along the coast; and a mosaic of Savanna and Grassland bi-
omes further inland.

The area is dominated by Beaufort Sandstones of the Ka-
roo Supergroup. This landscape of sandstone has been shaped 
by the rivers that have their source in the high Drakensberg 
escarpment and flow eastward through the Eastern Cape to-
wards the Indian Ocean. Over millennia these rivers have 
gradually cut deep, meandering valleys with high and vertical 
cliff-faces that make suitable roosting and breeding sites for 
Cape Vultures. This topography also renders many areas of 
the Transkei inaccessible and isolated, lending a certain de-
gree of protection to the colonies.

birdS
The extremely rural nature of the Transkei, the absence of 
roads and the general inaccessibility of many of the Cape 

Vulture breeding colonies have meant that a number of them 
have not been adequately monitored over the past few years. 
The exceptions are Colleywobbles (IBA SA088) and Mtentu 
and Msikaba inside the Mkhambathi Nature Reserve (IBA 
SA087). Surveys undertaken in the Transkei in 2012 showed 
that many colonies are faring better than previously recorded. 
Thembukazi and Ngozi in the Mzimvubu Gorge historically 
consisted of 43 and 72 pairs, the fifth and third most impor-
tant colonies in the Transkei respectively. The Thembukazi 
colony has grown and currently supports 120 pairs, while the 
Ngozi colony has remained stable at 72 pairs. An additional 
colony, subsequently named Dungu, was discovered and 51 
pairs were counted.

A number of historical colonies have been recorded in the 
Mzimvubu Gorge that are not breeding at present (Zimpho-
leni, Masonti and Tina River), highlighting the importance of 
this section of the gorge for Cape Vultures. In addition, the 
Mlengana colony, which is located c. 20 km to the south of the 
colonies in the gorge and was previously described only as a 
roost, has now been confirmed as a breeding colony and has 
approximately 180 breeding pairs.

With an estimated 423 breeding pairs, the four colonies of 
Thembukazi, Dungu, Ngozi and Mlengana combined repre-
sent one of the highest numbers of breeding Cape Vultures in 
South Africa. This compares well with the largest colonies fur-
ther north and it is by far the most important known aggrega-
tion of Cape Vulture breeding sites in the southern node. The 
area is also important for Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus and 
a number of nests are probably present along the cliffs of these 
gorges. Black Stork Ciconia nigra is also seen occasionally and 
may be breeding in the gorge. 

iba trigger SpecieS
Cape Vulture (400–450 breeding pairs and 1000–1200 indi-
viduals) is a globally threatened species. Lanner Falcon is a 
regionally threatened species.

conServation iSSueS 
Threats
The Transkei is one of the least developed and poorest re-
gions of South Africa and the growing human population, 
expanding villages and planned developments are all likely 
to impact on Cape Vulture populations in the future. The 
most immediate threat to the IBA is the Eros–Vuyani power-
line project, which spans a section of the Mzimvubu Gorge 
c. 1 km north of the Thembukazi colony. Cape Vultures in 
this part of the Transkei are potentially vulnerable to colli-
sions with power-line cables due to factors such as the rug-
ged topography, misty conditions and high winds. It has been 
estimated that electrocutions in high-risk areas could lead 
to the extinction of the species within 20–30 years, if other 
mortality factors are not taken into account. Therefore, the 
planned developments in the area mean that electrocutions 
and collisions with power lines could become a much great-
er threat in future. As South Africa’s search for renewable  

energy sources gains momentum, another future threat to 
Cape Vultures in this area is the development of wind farms 
and their associated infrastructure. A number of wind farms 
have been proposed further south and if they materialise they 
could impact on colonies. Cape Vultures are highly mobile 
and any such developments in the Transkei have the potential 
to negatively impact on the population.

Cape Vultures may be targeted for traditional medicine. 
Colonies in the rural areas of the Transkei are rendered vul-
nerable by the number of human inhabitants there and the 
threat is exacerbated by the high level of poverty, which 
makes the possible monetary value of the vultures an obvious 
temptation. Gin traps are used in the Transkei and a vulture at 
Thembukazi has been recorded with a gin trap clamped onto 
its leg. It is not possible to tell whether this vulture was tar-
geted for the traditional medicine trade, directly persecuted 
or a victim of a trap meant for mammalian predators, but the 
incident exposes the practice of gin trapping in the Transkei. 
It is then likely that other means of controlling predators or 
targeting vultures, such as by the use of poisons, also occurs. 
Although it’s only based on anecdotal information, there is 
some evidence that the use of poisons (organophosphates) is 
steadily increasing in parts of the Transkei, not only for har-
vesting vultures for the traditional medicine trade, but also to 
protect livestock (sheep and goats) from predators and prob-
ably marauding dogs. The Cape Vultures’ habit of feeding on 
carcasses in large numbers renders the species extremely vul-
nerable, with the potential that a few poisoning incidents may 
severely impact on this population. 

Conservation action
The indigenous fauna has long since disappeared from the 
grasslands of the Transkei and has been replaced by domestic 

stock such as goats, cattle and sheep. The increase in stock 
numbers during the 20th century, coupled with poor hus-
bandry practices and the consequent stock losses, provides 
the main food source for Cape Vultures in the Transkei. Stock 
losses are caused by a combination of factors, such as high 
stocking rates that lead to overgrazing and poor veld con-
dition, which is exacerbated by years of poor rainfall and 
drought. In good years more stock survive and vultures may 
therefore undergo local population declines (probably by 
leaving the area), while in bad years more stock losses lead to 
increases in vulture numbers. Veterinary medication is also 
too expensive for the majority of people and livestock dis-
eases therefore lead to an increase in stock deaths. All these 
factors, coupled with the geology and topography that create 
suitable nesting and roosting habitat, have resulted in favour-
able conditions for the species and its continued persistence 
in the area.

Recent survey efforts have highlighted the importance of 
these colonies, but continued annual surveys are needed to 
monitor population trends here and at other colonies in the 
Eastern Cape. These will allow conservation action to be di-
rected at the largest core colonies in the province, as they are 
important for the recolonisation of smaller satellite colonies 
and crucial for the population to be able to absorb the impacts 
of stochastic events and a myriad of anthropogenic mortality 
factors. 

Related webpage
www.kznwildlife.com 

Further reading
Allan et al. (2013); Boshoff et al. (2006); Boshoff et al. (2009); Boshoff et 
al. (2011); Mander et al. (2007); Vernon (1998, 2003). 

pondoland cape vulture 
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4ii)  •  Province: Eastern Cape •  Size: 12 260 ha •  Protection: Unprotected
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western cape
1. Olifants River Estuary
2. Bird Island
3. Cedarberg–Koue Bokkeveld  

Complex
4. Karoo National Park
5. Verlorenvlei Estuary
6. Berg River Estuary 
7. West Coast National Park and  

Saldanha Bay Islands
8. Swartberg Mountains
9. Boland Mountains
10. Anysberg Nature Reserve
11. Dassen Island
12. Robben Island 
13. Rietvlei Wetland: Table Bay Nature 

Reserve
14. Outeniqua Mountains
15. Langeberg Mountains
16. Wilderness–Sedgefield Lakes 

Complex
17. Overberg Wheatbelt
18. False Bay Nature Reserve
19. Boulders Beach
20. Cape Whale Coast
21. De Hoop Nature Reserve
22. Dyer Island Nature Reserve
23. Agulhas Plain–Heuningnes Estuary

Author: Dale R. Wright
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information online
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site description
Lying approximately 250 km north-west of Cape Town, the 
Olifants River estuary is one of only four perennial estuaries 
on the west coast of southern Africa. The nearest towns are 
Lutzville and Vredendal, 23.5 km and 42 km east of the estu-
ary respectively. The small subsistence village of Papendorp lies 
along the estuary’s western bank. The Olifants River catchment, 
which spans some 46 625 km2, is the second largest in South 
Africa; only the Orange River catchment is larger. The Olifants 
River rises in the Agter Witzenberg, a plateau lying between the 
Winterhoek (2 100 m a.s.l.) and the Skurweberg (1 850 m a.s.l.) 
mountains. As the river runs north it is flanked by the Cedar-
berg (IBA SA101) to the east and the Olifantsrivierberge and 
Swartberge to the west. It passes through an intensively irrigated 
fruit-farming district before it is joined by the Doring River, 
which contributes much of the flow and silt that enter the estu-
ary. Jointly this catchment is referred to as the Olifants–Doring 
river system.

The extent and salinity of the estuary are highly variable. The 
catchment lies within a winter-rainfall area and in winter the 
freshwater flow is strong, with plumes of red water extending 
into the ocean for several hundred metres. In summer, however, 
sea water penetrates the estuary, and saline water has been re-
corded nearly 32 km upstream. A point 10.5 km upstream is 
normally regarded as the upper limit of the estuary. Adjacent to 
Papendorp, an island is encompassed by two estuarine arms that 
re-join to form the permanently open mouth.

Extensive salt marshes flank the estuary on both sides. On 
the northern bank of the mouth a steep rocky shoreline rises to 
form a gravel terrace. The southern bank consists of sandy beach 
and vegetated dunes, and can shift with floods and high seas. 
This movement is mitigated to a small degree by the vegetated 
dunes. Aquatic and semi-aquatic vegetation covers relatively 
large areas near the mouth. Floodplain vegetation, which is oc-
casionally inundated, grows on the river terraces above the salt 
marshes. Reedbeds consisting predominantly of Scirpus littora
lis and Phragmites australis line the banks of the river upstream 
of Olifantsdrif. The terrestrial vegetation on higher ground is of 
considerable interest, as it is one of the few areas on the west 
coast where karroid vegetation reaches the shoreline. After 
spring rains the veld breaks out in mass displays of flowers.

birds
Approximately 127 bird species have been recorded at the Oli-
fants River estuary and its environs, at least 60 of which are 
waterbirds. The estuary may regularly support more than 15 000 
waterbirds, but this is difficult to determine as the current regu-
lar counts do not include the large mud banks exposed on the 
northern bank of the estuary at the mouth or the backwater on 
the northern bank opposite Ebenhauser. Current data show the 
highest count to be just over 2 500 birds.

The estuary frequently holds threatened species such as Lesser 
Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor, Greater Flamingo Phoenico
pterus roseus, Caspian Tern Sterna caspia, African Marsh Har-
rier Circus ranivorus, Black Harrier C. maurus (a pair of which 
breeds regularly at the estuary) and African Black Oystercatcher 
Haematopus moquini. Great White Pelicans Pelecanus onocrota
lus that breed at Dassen Island IBA (SA109) use the estuary as 
a primary foraging and roosting area during the non-breeding 
season. Young African Black Oystercatchers probably also use 
the estuary as a staging post when they move between the south-
western Cape and Namibia. Damara Tern Sterna balaenarum 
occasionally forages in the estuary. Large numbers of South 
African Shelduck Tadorna cana, Curlew Sandpiper Calidris 
ferruginea and Hartlaub’s Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii use 
the estuary when conditions are suitable. Although waterbird 
numbers are not exceptional, the estuary acts as a vital stag-
ing point for both Palearctic migrants and flamingos between 
the Orange River mouth (IBA SA030) and the important wet-
lands to the south and east, such as the Berg River wetlands 
(SA104), Langebaan Lagoon (SA105), Rietvlei (SA111) and the  
Wilderness–Sedgefield Lakes Complex (SA114). 

The vegetation surrounding the estuary is suitable for many 
Namib-Karoo biome-restricted assemblage and other arid-zone 
species, including Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii, Grey Tit 
Parus afer, Karoo Lark Calendulauda albescens, Tractrac Chat 
Cercomela tractrac, Karoo Chat C. schlegelii, Sickle-winged 
Chat C. sinuata and Black-headed Canary Serinus alario. These  
species do not occur in large enough numbers to meet the IBA 
criteria and have been removed from the trigger species list. 
Namaqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata occurs in the acacia 
thickets and the reedbeds along the river margin, and Cape 
Long-billed Lark Certhilauda curvirostris is also found here, 
particularly along the rocky northern bank of the estuary.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Lesser Flamingo (177 individu-
als), Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Southern Black Korhaan 
Afrotis afra, Black Harrier, African Black Oystercatcher (21 
individuals) and Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus 
(69 individuals). Regionally threatened species are Caspian 
Tern (eight individuals), Great White Pelican (430 individuals), 
Greater Flamingo (209 individuals) and African Marsh Harrier.

Common biome-restricted species include Cape Spurfowl 
Pternistis capensis and Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis, while 
Southern Black Korhaan is locally common in specific habitats. 
Uncommon species in this category include Ludwig’s Bustard 

olifants river estuary
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 6 330 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected and Karoo Lark. Congregatory species of which more than 1% 

of the population is present at this site is Hartlaub’s Gull (450 
individuals); and 0.5% of the population is present are South Af-
rican Shelduck (93 individuals) and Curlew Sandpiper (1 108 
individuals). 

The individual figures have been extracted from CWAC data 
and indicate the maximum number of birds of a species encoun-
tered in a single count. It must be noted that this count covers 
only the southern shore of the estuary. Substantial mud-flat hab-
itat occurs on the northern shore, so the above numbers may 
grossly underestimate the abundance of certain species, notably 
the two flamingos. 

conservation issues 
Threats
Like many of South Africa’s estuaries, the Olifants River estu-
ary is threatened primarily by changes to water-flow regimes 
and water quality as a result of water abstraction and pollu-
tion. Incorrect water- and sediment-flow dynamics can desta-
bilise the estuary, while pollution can reduce habitat quality 
for the bird species.  The Bulshoek and Clanwilliam dams, 
built in 1919 and 1932 respectively, are already in place on the 
Olifants River. If additional dams were to be built, river flow 
in summer would be further attenuated, resulting in greater 
penetration of sea water upstream and changes to the river 
ecology. The Clanwilliam Dam is due to be raised in 2015 to 
address water needs in the area, and the consequent changes 
to water-flow regimes and water volumes could negatively im-
pact the ecology of the estuary. Flow rates and flow regimes 
are currently being monitored to acquire a baseline for com-
parison once the dam wall has been raised. 

Mineral exploitation, particularly sand mining for manganese 
and the commercial production of salt, also poses a significant 
threat to the estuary. These practices can lead to an irreversible 
loss of habitat or reduction in habitat quality. Marine diamond 
mining occurs north of the estuary, both at sea and on land. The 
salt flats to the south of estuary are being mined by means of tra-
ditional salt-mining techniques, which have been identified as 
the least detrimental to the area and are the preferred methods 
for the local community. An additional threat further upstream 
is the transporting of minerals from mines down to Saldanha 
Bay. There have been incidents of trucks overturning and losing 
their loads on the Lutzville low-level bridge, which lead to the 
pollution of the Olifants River and estuary downstream.

Disturbance of the sensitive estuarine habitat, foredunes and 
beach areas by the driving of quad bikes and 4x4s off-road, 
as well as illegal camping on the mudflats and other sensitive 
areas, can disturb feeding birds and lead to loss of habitat or 
reduction in habitat quality due to the destruction of the sensi-
tive vegetation. The expansive floodplain is criss-crossed with 
vehicle tracks, and off-road vehicles have already damaged the 
vegetation extensively. The terrestrial vegetation has become 
drastically overgrazed in places, mainly by goats and sheep. The 
passage of vehicles and pedestrians should be severely restricted, 
especially on the floodplain and salt marshes. A number of gov-
ernment agencies and other partners are working together dur-
ing the tourist season to try to reduce the number of vehicles 
driving on the sensitive vegetation. 

Conservation action
There is limited conservation action at the estuary due to the 
lack of a formal conservation designation, such as a nature 
reserve; such formal protection status should be pursued. Al-
though the mouth meets the criteria for recognition as a Ramsar 
wetland of international importance, the site does not currently 
have Ramsar status, and this should also be pursued. 

The Olifants Estuary Management Forum, an active group 
comprising stakeholders with links to the estuary, is addressing 
the key threats to the estuary. It is also lobbying government to 
gain formal protection status for the site. The Olifants River es-
tuary currently enjoys good flow volumes and water quality and 
this should be maintained in order to provide the habitat neces-
sary for the IBA trigger species. 

CapeNature in conjunction with the local community and 
relevant departments are looking at the feasibility of establish-
ing a formal nature reserve in the area. This could be achieved 
by transferring some of the existing State land to CapeNature 
for formal protection, as well as incorporating community land 
along the southern boundary of the estuary in some form of 
Biodiversity Stewardship agreement. The process is under way 
and will need buy-in from various partners to make it a reality. 

Further reading
Bornman et al. (2008); Cooper et al. (1976); Day (1981); Morant (1984); 
Ryan et al. (1988); Summers et al. (1977b); Turpie (1995); Turpie et al. 
(2004); Turpie et al. (2007). 
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site description
Situated on the Atlantic coast about 150 km north of Cape 
Town, this small island lies in Lambert’s Bay harbour ex-
tremely close to shore. A concrete causeway that forms the 
fishing harbour has linked the island to the mainland since 
1959. Rising to only 7.6 m a.s.l., the island is rocky and virtu-
ally devoid of vegetation. The exotic plant Malva parviflora 
used to be quite common but has not been present since the 
late 1970s.

birds
Historically, Bird Island was dominated by African Penguin 
Spheniscus demersus and was devoid of breeding Cape Gannet 
Morus capensis. It would appear that the gannets first colo-
nised the island in 1912; today it is one of only six localities 

where they breed. The Cape Gannets form a single undivided 
colony in the centre of the island. Breeding numbers have fluc-
tuated dramatically: the population declined steadily between 
1956 and 1967, but by 1971 it had recovered and by 1981 it 
was 50% larger than it had been in 1971. Numbers of breeding 
birds have continued to increase since the early 1980s. When 
reviewed against the counts conducted for the first southern 
Africa IBA directory (Barnes 1998), current numbers suggest 
that the gannet population has continued to grow. 

Cape Cormorant Phalacrocorax capensis has also nested ex-
tensively on the island, occasionally reaching a total of 61 000  
birds. African Penguin numbers halved between the late 
1970s and early 1990s and subsequently dwindled to a hand-
ful of breeding birds. During the IBA assessment it was not-
ed that African Penguin no longer breeds on the island. The 
decline in numbers is mirrored across the species’ range and 
many conservation and research organisations are attempting 
to reverse this trend. 

Crowned Cormorant Phalacrocorax coronatus and occa-
sionally Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii breed on the outlying 
rocks. Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus used to breed on the is-
land but has shifted to nearby factory roofs to nest, possibly 
to find safety from terrestrial predators. Bank Cormorant  
P. neglectus ceased breeding in 1997 and now only a few in-
dividuals roost on the island. Hartlaub’s Gull Chroicocephalus 
hartlaubii and various tern species roost in large numbers.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Gannet (9 000 breeding 
pairs; figures for this and the following species from Crawford 
et al. 2012 and CapeNature census counts), Crowned Cormo-
rant (25 individuals), Cape Cormorant (200 individuals and 30 
breeding pairs) and African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus 

moquini (two individuals). The species reaching the congrega-
tory criteria threshold is Cape Gannet (approximately 6% of the 
global population). 

conservation issues 
Threats
The global Cape Gannet population decreased some 50% be-
tween 1956 and 1980. The collapse was attributed to the fall 
in pilchard Sardinops sagax stocks, the gannet’s primary food 
source. Despite the global decline, the Bird Island colony has 
been increasing since the 1970s, which correlates with the lo-
cal recovery of pilchard stocks in the Western Cape. Recent 
data, from counts conducted by CapeNature, suggest that the 
population continues to increase, with higher numbers than 
were estimated in 1998 (Barnes 1998).

African Penguin and Cape Cormorant are thought to have 
been affected by competition with commercial fisheries, espe-
cially purse-seining for surface-shoaling fish such as anchovy 
Engraulis capensis and pilchard, which are their primary prey.  
A recommendation was made that marine reserves with a ra-
dius of 25 km should be created around important breeding 
islands, with commercial fishing banned or restricted in these 
zones. However, in many cases this has not been implemented. 
Declining fish stocks in the seas around Bird Island represent 
a major threat to the bird populations. The collapse of African 
Penguin and other seabird breeding colonies on South Africa’s 
west coast has been attributed to competition with commercial 
fisheries. This threat may continue to have a negative impact on 
the gannet and cormorant populations in future. African Pen-
guin and Bank Cormorant no longer breed on the island and 
have therefore been removed from the IBA species list.

In addition to being affected by overfishing, Cape Gannet 
and African Penguin are susceptible to human disturbance. 
In the past, visitors to Bird Island disturbed birds at the edge 
of the colony and caused chicks to desert the nest. The area 
open to the public was fenced in 1974 and a high-tech viewing 
facility erected in 1998 has recently been upgraded by Cape-
Nature. Visitors now rarely disturb seabirds. 

Although it is thought that the causeway built from the 
mainland has had little effect on the island’s biota, several alien  
species have colonised the island. The house rat Rattus rattus has 
been present since 1966 and is thought to prey on Cape Cormo-
rant eggs and scavenge nestlings and adults. Unfortunately, the 
causeway has meant that cats and dogs have open access to Bird 
Island and they regularly harm and eat birds.

An additional threat comes from Cape fur seals Arctocepha
lus pusillus, which kill Cape Gannet fledglings. This activity is 
mostly restricted to young, rogue male seals. The mortality 
rate for the gannets from this aberrant behaviour is between 
11 and 15% of the population. A similar issue affects birds at 
Dyer Island (SA120), where the mortality rate is estimated to 
be higher. CapeNature officials are aware of this threat and 
specific rogue seals are occasionally culled if they kill gannet 
fledglings. In 2006, a higher than usual number of seals were 
involved and the killing or wounding of many birds caused 
the entire Cape Gannet colony to abandon the island. After 
the rogue seals responsible for the killing had been culled, 
conservation officials worked with a local artist to design a 

decoy that could be used to attract birds back to the island. 
This intervention proved successful and over the following 
weeks almost the entire colony of thousands of birds returned 
to Bird Island to begin breeding. 

A similar threat has arisen in recent years from Kelp Gulls 
that feed on the eggs of Cape Gannets. CapeNature has been 
monitoring the situation since 2006 and a recent increase in 
the loss of gannet eggs to gulls has necessitated a strategic 
culling programme that targets rogue individuals involved in 
this behaviour.

Large sea swells have been known to occasionally wash 
birds and/or nests off the island. This is not a regular occur-
rence and does not represent a major threat to the bird colo-
nies. Chronic pollution is a threat that is both unpredictable 
and difficult to control. It occurs when tankers break open, 
wash their tanks, dump cargo or pump bilge, resulting in the 
spillage of crude oil or other pollutants into the ocean. Afri-
can Penguins are particularly susceptible to these events and a 
single oil disaster can severely affect populations. 

Conservation action
Bird Island has been declared a CapeNature nature reserve 
and proclaimed as such under NEM:PAA. The island there-
fore receives a high level of long-term, formal protection and 
management from the provincial conservation authority. 
Simply designating a conservation area is often not enough, 
however, and CapeNature officials actively manage this IBA 
to improve it for the birds. Their actions include the culling of 
rogue Cape fur seals and Kelp Gulls identified as individuals 
that prey on the birds. The culling is conducted in partnership 
with DEA: Oceans and Coasts Division and the low level re-
quired does not impact on the Cape fur seal population. Nest-
ing posts with breeding platforms have been erected on the 
island to attract cormorants back to breed.

These activities are part of the comprehensive Protected 
Area Management Plan developed by CapeNature for all its 
nature reserves. Reviews of individual management plans are 
held every five years and allow for public participation, in-
cluding that of BirdLife South Africa, which is able to provide 
input to the plan and ensure that it takes the reserve’s birds 
into account. Recent upgrades to the tourism infrastructure 
at Bird Island include a bird hide and an interactive museum. 

Related webpage
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/birdislandnaturereserve/ 

Further reading
Adams (1991); Branch (1991); Broekhuysen et al. (1961); Brooke et al. 
(1982); Brooke et al. (1986); Cooper (1981); Cooper et al. (1983); Cooper 
et al. (1984); Cooper et al. (1986); Cooper et al. (1989); Crawford (1995);  
Crawford et al. (1978); Crawford et al. (1981); Crawford et al. (1982a); 
Crawford et al. (1982b); Crawford et al. (1983); Crawford et al. (1989); 
Crawford et al. (1990); Crawford et al. (1994); Crawford et al. (1995a); 
Crawford et al. (1995b); Crawford et al. (1995c); Crawford et al. (1995d); 
Crawford et al. (2012); Frost et al. (1976); Furness et al. (1982); Hockey 
(1983); Hockey et al. (1981); Jarvis (1971); Jarvis et al. (1971); Morant 
et al. (1981); Randall RM et al. (1980b); Shelton et al. (1982); Siegfried 
(1982); Summers et al. (1977a); Williams (1995); Wilson et al. (1988). 
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site description
The southern section of the Cederberg–Koue Bokkeveld Com-
plex begins at the Groot Winterhoek Wilderness Area, with 
its eastern boundary running north along the Ceres–Op-die-
Berg road and then turning east to Katbakkies to join the road 
running north from Karoopoort to Calvinia. Farms along the 
Karoopoort–Calvinia road form the continuation of the IBA’s 
eastern boundary. The Ceres District’s borders with the North-
ern Cape, the Clanwilliam District and the northern border of 
the Cederberg Wilderness Area form the IBA’s northern bound-
ary. Its western boundary is the N7 national road between 
Clanwilliam and Citrusdal; from the latter town the western 
boundary continues along the border between the Ceres and 
Piketberg magisterial districts. In the extreme south-west, the 
IBA borders the Groot Winterhoek Wilderness Area.

In the north, the Cederberg lies close to the northern limit 
of the Cape Fold Mountains. The northwest-trending Ced-
erberg range is about 90 km long by 25 km wide and rises 
steeply above the Olifants River valley (at 170 m a.s.l.). Citrus-
dal, also at about 170 m a.s.l., is barely 17 km from Sneeuberg 
(2 027 m a.s.l.), which is the highest peak in the range. The 
Cederberg forms the northern spine of the watershed be-
tween the Olifants River to the west and the Tankwa–Doring  
river system to the east. Directly south of the Cederberg Wilder-
ness Area, the Koue Bokkeveld and Groot Winterhoek moun-
tains are the continuation of this chain. The Koue Bokkeveld is 
less rugged than the Cederberg, with only a few major peaks 
on its eastern flank at Heksberg (1 800 m a.s.l.) and Drie Koppe  
(1 780 m a.s.l.). The Olifants River lies in the deep gorge separat-
ing the Koue Bokkeveld from the Groot Winterhoek. The rug-
ged Groot Winterhoek range rises sharply from the surrounding 
agricultural lowlands and encompasses the Groot Winterhoek 
peak (2 078 m a.s.l.) and the Sneeugat peak (1 884 m a.s.l.).

All the mountains in this IBA consist almost entirely of 
sedi mentary Table Mountain Sandstone. In the more xeric 
eastern section of these ranges, the Skurweberg and Swartrug-
gens hold an arid type of transitional flora between fynbos 
and karroid scrub; this mountainous arm stretches eastward 
into the karroid plains of the Ceres District. The mountains 
suddenly drop away to form the Tankwa and Doring river 
valleys, which erode their way through the flat, open Bokke-
veld Shale landscape at an altitude of c. 400–500 m a.s.l. The 
entire region experiences varying amounts of winter rainfall. 
The high-altitude, mountainous areas of the Cederberg and 
Koue Bokkeveld each receive at least 1 000 mm p.a., while the 
Groot Winterhoek to the south receives up to 1 600 mm p.a. 
There are local gradients in precipitation; at lower altitudes in 
the Cederberg, for example, the annual rainfall drops to below 
400 mm. East of the Swartruggens, mountains enclosing the 
Tanqwa and Doring river valleys cut off the rain to the extent 
that the whole area receives, on average, less than 150 mm 
p.a. There are some extremely important rivers in this IBA, 
including most of the headwaters and catchment of the Oli-
fants River system. The Olifants River estuary (SA099) forms 
an additional site of conservation significance for birds.

The remarkable variation in edaphic factors, including under-
lying soil structure and rainfall, leads to an extremely diverse 
flora, with mesic mountain fynbos grading into xeric succulent 
Karoo. The climate is one of extremes, with temperatures rang-
ing from -6 °C, with snow and ice on some high-altitude peaks, 
in winter to over 46 °C on the karroid plains in summer.

The mountain fynbos found at higher altitudes in the Ced-
erberg, Koue Bokkeveld and Groot Winterhoek ranges is 
dominated by a multitude of fynbos communities, with Prote-
aceae, Ericaceae and Restionaceae as the primary constituents 
in the mesic south. The northern Cederberg holds more xeric 

cederberg–Koue boKKeveld complex
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 754 290 ha 

Protection: Partially Protected

communities, while the high peaks above 1 800 m a.s.l. typically 
hold alti-montane vegetation. Moving east, karroid vegetation 
begins to prevail and in the flatter, low-altitude terrain of the 
Tankwa Karoo, varied dwarf succulent shrubland is dominated 
by Mesembryanthemaceae and seasonally by annuals and geo-
phytes. Belts of riverine vegetation, which line the mostly dry 
riverbeds, are dominated by Vachellia (formerly Acacia) karroo 
trees and create a network of well-wooded veins that stretch 
throughout the plains and gullies. Other habitats that occur 
within the IBA are constructed farm dams, human habitation, 
gardens and stands of exotic invasive alien plants.

birds
SABAP2 indicates that a total of 235 bird species have been 
recorded for this IBA. The fynbos of the Cederberg–Koue 
Bokkeveld Complex and the surrounding karroid plains hold 
a remarkable number of distinct habitats, making them home 
to many bird species. The mountain fynbos holds Cape fyn-
bos restricted-range and biome-restricted assemblage species  
such as Orange-breasted Sunbird Anthobaphes violacea, 
which is widespread among ericas; Cape Sugarbird Promerops 
cafer, which is almost restricted to the proteoid elements of 
fynbos; and Protea Seedeater Crithagra leucoptera, which is 
found in proteoid woodland and arid scrub at the base of the 
Cederberg. Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul 
Pycnonotus capensis and Cape Siskin Crithagra totta are wide-
spread in fynbos, while Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini 
is found in moist seeps in the hilly areas. Cape Rockjumper 
Chaetops frenatus is common on most rocky slopes above  
1 000 m a.s.l. Although they have not yet been recorded this 
far north, there is a reasonable chance that both Striped Fluff-
tail Sarothrura affinis and Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix hot
tentottus occur in low restioid cover and thick fynbos scrub.

The karroid vegetation of the Tankwa and Doring river val-
leys holds many Namib-Karoo biome-restricted assemblage 
birds and other arid-zone specials. The Ceres–Karoo lowland 
plains host Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii, Southern Black 
Korhaan Afrotis afra, Spike-heeled Lark Chersomanes albo
fasciata, Large-billed Lark Galerida magnirostris, Karoo Lark 
Calendulauda albescens, Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii, 
Tractrac Chat C. tractrac, Karoo Eremomela Eremomela 
gregalis and Rufous-eared Warbler Malcorus pectoralis. Black-
headed Canary Serinus alario occurs whenever seeding grass 
and water are available. During wetter periods Ludwig’s Bus-
tard Neotis ludwigii, Namaqua Sandgrouse Pterocles namaqua 
and the nomadic Lark-like Bunting Emberiza impetuani and 
Black-eared Sparrow-lark Eremopterix australis move in.

The riverine acacia woodland holds Namaqua Warbler Phrag
macia substriata, while the thicket and scrub on the slopes sup-
port Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi and Grey Tit Parus afer. 
The belts of riverine acacia woodland are of particular interest 
because they act as corridors along which many species are able 
to move in otherwise unsuitable terrain. Pale-winged Starling 
Onychognathus nabouroup and the rare and elusive Cinnamon-
breasted Warbler Euryptila subcinnamomea are common in 
rocky gorges and kloofs of the Koue Bokkeveld foothills. The 
newly described Karoo Long-billed Lark Certhilauda subcoro
nata occurs in rocky areas.

Other arid-zone species occurring within the IBA include 
Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax canorus, Pririt Batis Batis 
pririt, Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira scita and White-throated 
Canary Crithagra albogularis. Both mesic and arid mountain 
areas and their associated cliffs occasionally hold Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra, while more common species include Booted 
Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila ver
reauxii, Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis, Ground Woodpecker 
Geocolaptes olivaceus and Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus. 
Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus and Black Harrier Circus 
maurus are widespread residents, but rare across their range. 
Research has indicated that Verreauxs’ Eagle occurs in higher 
densities in this IBA than at other sites, although the breed-
ing productivity of these birds is very low. The high densities 
illustrate the importance of the area to this species’ survival.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Martial Eagle, Black Har-
rier, Hottentot Buttonquail and Ludwig’s Bustard. Regionally 
threatened species are Verreauxs’ Eagle, Lanner Falcon Falco 
biarmicus, Black Stork and Cape Rockjumper.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are 
common in this IBA include Cape Spurfowl, Cape Bulbul, 
Cape Sugarbird, Orange-breasted Sunbird, Karoo Chat and 
Layard’s Tit-Babbler. Locally common species meeting these 
criteria include Karoo Lark and Namaqua Warbler. Uncom-
mon restricted-range and biome-restricted species include 
Ludwig’s Bustard, Karoo Long-billed Lark, Sickle-winged 
Chat Cercomela sinuata, Karoo Eremomela, Namaqua War-
bler, Pale-winged Starling, Cinnamon-breasted Warbler, 

orange-breasted sunbird  KYlE DE nOBREgA
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Karoo national parK
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4ii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 92 720 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
The semi-arid Karoo National Park is situated in central Great 
Karoo, just north of Beaufort West, and is now c. 90 000 ha 
in extent. The original national park was declared in the 1980s 
and covered c. 33 000 ha, with additional land being incorpo-
rated in subsequent years. The IBA follows the boundary of the  
Karoo National Park. The dominant topographical feature is 
the impressive Nuweveld escarpment which, with peaks of over 
1 900 m a.s.l., towers over plains averaging 900 m a.s.l. River-
beds, which are dry for most of the year, descend sharply from 
the escarpment to meander across the flat plains in the far west 
and east of the park. Although the annual average minimum 
and maximum temperatures are 10 °C and 24 °C respectively, 
the climate is one of extremes: temperatures range from -15 °C 
on the plateau in winter to higher than 40 °C on the plains in 
summer. The park receives an average rainfall of 260 mm p.a. 
and is prone to periods of drought.

The stark variation in altitude yields a wide diversity of micro-
habitats, resulting in a distinct contrast between the harsher 
vegetation of the upper plateau, where grassland intruded by 
fynbos elements is dominant, and the lower plain, where dwarf 
scrub dominates and thornveld occurs in the moister valleys and 
watercourses. Nama Karoo shrubs seldom exceeding 70 cm in 
height are the major component of the scrub vegetation that cov-
ers much of the plains and lower escarpment. The vegetation be-
comes non-succulent as the altitude increases and thicket species 
such as Dodonaea angustifolia and Searsia (formerly Rhus) lucida 
occur at height. Belts of riverine Vachellia (formerly Acacia) kar
roo thicket line the mostly dry riverbeds, creating a network of 

tree-veins that stretch throughout the park’s plains. Other habi-
tats within the IBA are constructed dams, human habitation, 
gardens and stands of exotic Eucalyptus and Populus species. The 
Gamka Dam no longer forms part of the park and water is pro-
vided mostly by seasonal tributaries, springs and artificial water 
points. The only other open water in the district is found at the 
Gamka Dam and at the Beaufort West sewage works, which lies  
4 km south of the town on the old dirt road to Oudtshoorn.

birds
A total of 231 species has been recorded so far in the park 
during SABAP2. The park is extremely important for Namib- 
Karoo biome-restricted assemblage species and it supports 

Black-headed Canary, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, 
Cape Rockjumper, Protea Seedeater, Cape Siskin, Victorin’s 
Warbler and Hottentot Buttonquail. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The expansion of agriculture and the indirect impacts of agri-
cultural activities on the broader landscape (pollution, water 
abstraction, pesticide drift and the transformation of natural 
habitat) represent a major threat in this IBA. Habitat is be-
ing cleared in certain sections, particularly in the west around 
Pakhuis Pass and between Algeria and Clanwilliam, for the 
planting of crops such as rooibos and citrus fruit. Many of the 
river valleys, including the entire Olifants River valley and ad-
jacent lower mountain slopes, have been transformed for agri-
culture. In general the higher mountain slopes, being difficult 
to plough, retain their fynbos or succulent Karoo vegetation. 
Some, however, are now being cleared for rooibos planta-
tions. In addition to rooibos and citrus fruit, onions, potatoes, 
plums, apricots, peaches and berries are cultivated. Livestock 
is farmed in the eastern sections of the IBA and around Wup-
perthal towards the north-east. A shift from livestock farm-
ing to game ranching, particularly in the east, is also under 
way. This can help to rehabilitate indigenous habitat, but the 
increased fencing and the introduction of extra-limital game 
species can also negatively impact on biodiversity. 

Agricultural activities can lead to modifications to the natu-
ral river and wetland areas to facilitate water abstraction. This 
is particularly prominent in the lower reaches of many of the 
rivers and mountain streams. High levels of water abstraction 
in this naturally arid area can result in a lowering of the water 
table, with associated knock-on impacts that are difficult to 
predict. Wetlands are also converted into farm dams to col-
lect water for agriculture. Reserve managers estimate that 
approximately 50% of the smaller rivers are currently experi-
encing water abstraction levels that exceed the rivers’ ecologi-
cal reserve and thus negatively impact on river biodiversity. 
The Clanwilliam Dam is due for expansion in 2015, which 
will lead to back-flooding and inundation of a larger area. The 
Olifants River upstream of the Clanwilliam Dam already runs 
dry in summer as a result of the high levels of abstraction. 

Although not as serious a threat to this IBA as to others in the 
Cape Fold Mountains, invasive alien vegetation is present and 
can lead to habitat transformation. There are pine plantations 
around Zuurvlak, Citrusdal and Ceres as well as north of the 
Groot Winterhoek mountains and escapees from these planta-
tions often spread out of control, especially in mountainous ar-
eas where it becomes difficult and costly to try to contain them. 
This can result in a landscape-level invasive alien plant problem. 
Alien trees are also known to accelerate river-bank erosion, re-
duce in-stream flow, cause changes in the fire regime and alter 
the composition of the soil and natural plant and animal com-
munities. There is limited alien vegetation on the higher moun-
tain slopes due to limited water availability. Pines Pinus species, 
gum trees Eucalyptus species, black wattle Acacia mearnsi and 
sesbania Sesbania punicea are present to some degree.

As in other fynbos habitats across the Cape Fold Moun-
tains, changes to the natural fire regime have a negative 

impact on habitat quality in that they cause alterations to the 
composition and structure of the plant community. Manag-
ers estimate that approximately 70% of the Cederberg burned 
in 2013, while in the Groot Winterhoek area the average age 
of the veld is about four years. It is suggested, however, that 
changes to the fire regime are not as extreme here as in other 
Cape Fold Mountain IBAs due to the lower levels of human 
activity in this inaccessible area.

Additional threats impacting this IBA on a smaller scale 
include road-kills and the collision of birds with power-line 
infrastructure, the poaching of small game, wildflower har-
vesting, pollution resulting from agricultural activities and 
residential and commercial development. The characteristic 
Clanwilliam cedar is threatened throughout its range due to 
historical over-exploitation, too-frequent fires and climate 
change. 

Conservation action
The Cederberg was proclaimed a mountain catchment area in 
1897 and has been under State control for more than 100 years. 
Its change of status to a wilderness area in 1976 was based on 
the decline of the endemic and threatened Clanwilliam cedar. 
The Cederberg Wilderness Area (71 000 ha) was one of the 
first to be proclaimed, in accordance with the policy of the 
former Directorate of Forestry and Environmental Conserva-
tion (now under the control of DWAF) to extend reserves for 
more effective water management. Similarly, the Groot Win-
terhoek Wilderness Area (81 188 ha, comprising 30 369 ha 
State forest and 50 819 ha private land) in the south-west was 
established for the sake of water conservation in 1981. These 
two areas support the majority of the catchments of the Berg 
and Olifants rivers, two of the Western Cape’s most important 
river systems.

The IBA now includes the Cederberg Wilderness Area, the 
Matjies Rivier Nature Reserve and the Groot Winterhoek 
Wilderness Area – all proclaimed provincial nature reserves – 
as well as approximately 30 Biodiversity Stewardship sites that 
have been signed up as part of the CapeNature–GCBC Land-
scape Initiative. The remainder of the IBA is privately owned 
land and is utilised primarily for agriculture and ecotourism. 
Large parts of the IBA are inaccessible due to rugged moun-
tainous terrain and the lack of road infrastructure. 

The CapeNature–GCBC initiative has facilitated conser-
vation awareness and networking activities among various 
partners in the IBA and, by helping to develop best-practice 
guidelines for the potato and rooibos industries, has benefited 
conservation. Plans are under way to engage the citrus indus-
try in developing best-practice guidelines. The Biodiversity 
and Wine Initiative is also a role player in this IBA. Other 
conservation partnerships facilitated through the GCBC are 
the Twee Rivier Rehabilitation Project and EWT’s Cape Criti-
cal Rivers Project, which focuses on the conservation of fish 
species in many of the Olifants–Doring tributaries in the IBA.

Within a reserve network, the Cederberg, Koue Bokkeveld 
and Groot Winterhoek mountains are the source of many of 
the freshwater systems in the Western Cape. These include a 
large portion of the Olifants River catchment, whose waters ir-
rigate the arid lands in the west and flow to the Olifants’ mouth, 

the site of the Olifants Estuary IBA (SA099). These mountains 
also support the Doring River, which runs through arid low-
land along the eastern boundary of the IBA, and the Berg River 
in the south.

The GCFPA, in partnership with CapeNature, actively en-
gages with most landowners in the IBA with regard to fire 
awareness, the fighting of fires and the development of fire-
management plans. The Cederberg Conservancy comprises 
a number of landowners in the IBA who have made a sig-
nificant contribution to conservation by formally agreeing to 
place much of their land under stewardship. These farms act 
as buffers or serve as extensions to parts of the Matjies Rivier 
Nature Reserve and Cederberg Wilderness Area. The detailed 
management plans for the nature reserves and stewardship 
sites will specify a number of conservation actions. These will 
include, but are not limited to: pro-active fire management 
by means of fire-breaks, prescribed burns and fire-reaction 
protocols; invasive alien eradication programmes, particu-
larly in the Rodegat, Matjies, Krom and Twee rivers, which 
will be applied to vegetation as well as fish and mammal spe-
cies in certain areas; infrastructure maintenance; biodiver-
sity monitoring; law enforcement through regular patrols by 

CapeNature field rangers; and environmental awareness ini-
tiatives. Additional alien vegetation clearing programmes are 
active in the Matjies Rivier and Cederberg nature reserves and 
on some surrounding stewardship farms.

The Greater Cederberg Area lends itself to landscape-level 
research and various projects have been conducted or are ac-
tive. These include predator research carried out by the Cape 
Leopard Trust and climate change studies conducted by the 
Centre for Invasive Biology. The South African Institute for 
Aquatic Biodiversity is actively engaged in a number of proj-
ects in some of the IBA’s rivers. Verreauxs’ Eagle research 
has been conducted recently throughout much of the IBA by 
UCT’s Percy Fitzpatrick Institute for African Ornithology and 
the Animal Demography Unit.

Related webpage
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/cederbergwildernessarea/ 

Further reading
Armstrong et al. (2014); Cowling (ed.) (1992); Le Maitre (1984); Man-
ders (1985); Maree et al. (2010); Murgatroyd (2012); Privett (1994); 
Saul et al. (2012); Taylor (1997a); Van Wilgen et al. (1992). 
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a host of other arid-zone specials and threatened species. The 
lowland plains are particularly good for Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis 
lud wigii, Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii, Spike-heeled Lark 
Chersomanes albofasciata, Karoo Lark Calendulauda albescens, 
Grey-backed Sparrow-lark Eremopterix verticalis, Tractrac Chat 
Cercomela tractrac, Karoo Chat C. schlegelii, Karoo Eremomela 
Eremomela gregalis and Rufous-eared Warbler Malcorus pecto
ralis. Black-headed Canary Serinus alario occurs when seeding 
grass and water are available.

The belts of riverine Vachellia karroo woodland hold Nam-
aqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata and provide food, shelter 
and breeding habitat for many other species. They are of par-
ticular interest in the Great Karoo because they act as corri-
dors along which many species are able to move in otherwise 
unsuitable terrain. The thicket and scrub on the slopes sup-
port Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi and Grey Tit Parus 
afer. In very wet years, nomadic Black-eared Sparrow-lark  
Eremopterix australis and Lark-like Bunting Emberiza im
petuani move in and breed in large numbers. They are sub-
sequently absent until the next heavy rains, which may be 
decades later. In exceptional rain years, Sclater’s Lark Spizoco
rys sclateri has also been recorded. 

The secretive and localised Cinnamon-breasted Warbler Eu
ryptila subcinnamomea, as well as African Rock Pipit Anthus 
crenatus, Pale-winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup and 
Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus occur in rocky 
gorges and kloofs, while Sickle-winged Chat Cercomela sinu
ata is found on the grass and scrub of the plateau. The newly 
described Karoo Long-billed Lark Certhilauda subcoronata is 
common throughout the park. Other arid-zone species are 
Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax canorus, Pririt Batis Batis 
pririt, Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira scita, Cape Penduline-Tit 
Anthoscopus minutus, Dusky Sunbird Cinnyris fuscus and 
White-throated Canary Crithagra albogularis.

The cliffs near the Gamka Dam hold breeding Verreauxs’ 
Eagle Aquila verreauxii, Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus 

and Black Stork Ciconia nigra. The other extensive patch of 
open water in the district, the Beaufort West sewage works, is 
particularly important for waterfowl in times of drought and 
when the surrounding farm dams and ephemeral waterbodies  
dry up. Both Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and 
Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor have been recorded 
at the sewage works, where South African Shelduck Tadorna 
cana and Cape Shoveler Anas smithii are regularly present in 
large numbers. The town of Beaufort West is included in the 
IBA because it has several large Eucalyptus trees that support 
thousands of roosting Lesser Kestrels Falco naumanni in sum-
mer; the birds disperse during the day to forage on the plains 
surrounding the town.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane Anthropoides para
diseus, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Black Harrier Circus 
maurus, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Kori Bustard 
Ardeotis kori and Ludwig’s Bustard. Regionally threatened  
species are Verreauxs’ Eagle, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, 
Black Stork, Karoo Korhaan and African Rock Pipit. 

Biome-restricted species that are common in the IBA include 
Karoo Long-billed Lark, Karoo Chat, Namaqua Warbler, Pale-
winged Starling, Black-headed Canary, Layard’s Tit-Babbler and 
the locally common Karoo Korhaan. Uncommon species in this 
category include Ludwig’s Bustard, Karoo Lark, Sclater’s Lark, 
Black-eared Sparrow-lark, Tractrac Chat, Sickle-winged Chat, 
Karoo Eremomela and Cinnamon-breasted Warbler. 

conservation issues 
Threats
Habitat transformation and environmental degradation out-
side the park, which are the result of various agricultural 
practices, reduce the habitat available to the larger, wide-
ranging trigger species of this IBA, such as Ludwig’s Bustard. 
Although these threats exist in the surrounding landscape 

rather than the IBA itself, they are still a threat to these birds. 
Poisons and pesticides used in the surrounding farming areas 
may affect scavenging raptor populations. Their use probably 
led to the extinction of the Cape Vulture Gyps coprotheres col-
ony on the Nuweveld Escarpment, which is thought to have 
occurred as recently as the 1970s. SANParks is amenable to a 
re-introduction programme and would be prepared to help 
provide food at a vulture feeding station. Lesser Kestrels have 
been observed taking locusts during spraying operations just 
outside the park boundary. The long-term effects of pesticides 
on this threatened species are currently unknown. Poisoning 
is a serious threat to the avifauna, not only for large birds that 
may scavenge on poisoned carcasses, but also as a result of the 
increased use of pesticides and insecticides, which accumu-
late in prey and are transferred to, and accumulate in, birds 
higher up the food chain. 

Climate change is predicted to lead to lower precipitation 
and higher temperatures for this region. The reduction in 
surface water available to birds will have a direct impact on 
them and could cause mortality through dehydration, which 
is increased as birds pant in an attempt to cool down during 
hot weather. The link between decreased precipitation and 
warmer temperatures is therefore likely to have dangerous 
implications for birds.

Conservation action
This IBA occurs within a South African national park and thus 
receives the highest level of formal protection in the country. 
Managed by SANParks, the park was purchased with financial 
assistance from WWF-South Africa and proclaimed in Septem-
ber 1979 to protect a section of the Nama Karoo. It originally 
encompassed 80% mountainous Karoo and only 20% typical 

Karoo plains. This imbalance was corrected when the park was 
enlarged to include more arid plains habitat. The neighbour-
ing farms Doringhoek and Sandrivier were incorporated into 
the reserve in 1983 and 1989 respectively, expanding the total 
conserved area to 330 km2. Gamka Dam and Grootplaat in the 
north-east were exchanged for the farm Die Hoek on the plains 
boundary of the park in order to avoid the management prob-
lem of having the park split by the Molteno Pass. SANParks has 
subsequently purchased more land on the plains, increasing the 
park’s total area to c. 90 000 ha. Gamka Dam is important for 
cliff-nesting species and waterfowl, and should remain under 
conservation management if possible. 

The park itself is safe from habitat transformation due to 
development. However, the surrounding agricultural land-
scape should be managed as a buffer zone, which should in-
clude farming practices that take into account impacts on the 
environment and biodiversity. A review of the Protected Area 
Management Plan should be conducted during the relevant 
public participation process to ensure that park authorities 
manage the area appropriately for the existing avifauna. The 
expansion of the protected area boundaries through contrac-
tual stewardship arrangements with private landowners could 
also be considered for the future.

Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/karoo/

Further reading
Allan (1989, 1994b); Branch et al. (1989); Claassen et al. (1991); Davies 
(1994); De Graaff et al. (1979); Martin JE et al. (1970); Martin R et al. 
(1985, 1986, 1987); Martin R et al. (1988); Pepler (1994a, 1994b); Saay-
man et al. (2009). 

verlorenvlei estuary
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 29 600 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected

site description
Verlorenvlei is a partially closed coastal estuarine lake and 
marsh system fed by an intermittent allogenic river. The estu-
ary mouth lies along the Atlantic Ocean at the town of Elands 
Bay, which is located 25 km south of Lambert’s Bay. This is 
one of the largest natural wetlands along southern Africa’s 
west coast, and it is one of the few coastal freshwater lakes 
in South Africa. Its catchment covers some 1 890 km2 and 
consists of four main tributaries: the Kruis, Bergvallei, Hol 
and Krom Antonies rivers, which have their sources in the 
Olifantsrivierberge and Swartberge in the east and the Piket-
berge in the south. Three of the four rivers drain the extensive 
flatlands of the sandy coastal plain, and the Krom Antonies 
River drains the Moutonshoek Valley. All four flow into the 
30-km-long Verlorenvlei River.

Verlorenvlei can be regarded as a coastal lake and reed-
swamp system due to its intermittent connection with the 
ocean. The main body of the lake is c. 13.5 km long and 1.4 km  
wide, and has an average depth of 3 m and a maximum depth 

of c. 4.5 m during the wet season. Extensive low-lying sand 
flats occur to the north and east of the lake, sloping up to 
a series of low hills that form the catchment boundary. On 
the southern side, the lake lies against the base of a continu-
ous range of low sandstone hills averaging some 120 m a.s.l., 
with Muishoekberg (300 m a.s.l.) forming the only prominent 
peak. Towards the west and closer to the sea, the ridge be-
comes rugged, with high cliffs ending in the ocean at Baboon 
Point (200 m a.s.l.).

The system lies in a winter-rainfall area and given sufficient 
rain inland it fills and overflows into the sea at Eland’s Bay. In 
summer, however, it gradually desiccates, reaching its lowest 
levels at the end of the dry season. Generally the lake never 
dries up completely, although in very dry years the water level 
can become extremely low. The fluctuations in water level in-
fluence the distribution patterns of the flora and fauna, so the 
wetland’s variable nature is critical to the functioning of the 
system. A shallow, narrow, 2.5-km-long channel runs from 
Verlorenvlei to the sea, but a rocky sand-covered bar at the 

BRYOnY vAn wYK

http://www.sanparks.co.za/parks/karoo/


194  IBA DIRECTORY 2015   wEsTERn CApE  195

mouth and other artificial obstructions make it a virtually 
closed system. Usually, the mouth is blocked and the channel 
is reduced to a series of stagnant saline pools. During good 
rains, however, the lake spills into the channel and some tidal 
exchange takes place. The lake is regarded as oligotrophic, but 
the nutrient status varies, depending on the water level. Salin-
ity levels can reach as high as 40 parts per thousand on the 
eastern side of the railway bridge (hypersaline conditions) to 
0.5 parts per thousand at Redelinghuys.

The terrestrial vegetation surrounding the vlei is transition-
al between karroid and fynbos, resulting in a high diversity of 
ecotonal communities. The coastal dunes support strandveld, 
comprising clumps of succulent or evergreen shrubs inter-
spersed with smaller shrubs and restios. Saline marshy areas 
with a dense cover of halophytic vegetation are found imme-
diately inland of the seaward dunes and around the mouth 
of Verlorenvlei, whereas dry mountain fynbos grows on sur-
rounding sandstone outcrops. 

birds
Verlorenvlei supports more than 189 bird species, of which 75 
are waterbirds. The wetland occasionally hosts more than 4 000 
birds; the highest number recorded in a single count was 11 891, 
according to the data from counts undertaken by CapeNature 
since 1990. At least 26% of the Western Cape’s Great White Peli-
can Pelecanus onocrotalus population congregates at this site at 
times. Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and Lesser Fla-
mingo Phoeniconaias minor also occur here occasionally, when 
conditions at Rocher Pan (35 km south) or Wadrifsoutpan  
(13 km north) are unsuitable or water levels in the lake are very 
low, as occurred in the 2004–2005 season. Relatively large num-
bers of Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus and Caspian Tern Ster
na caspia occur regularly in the wetland.

Historically an important moulting ground and summer ref-
uge for Anatidae, the area supported large numbers of Yellow- 
billed Duck Anas undulata, Cape Shoveler A. smithii and South 
African Shelduck Tadorna cana. However, many of these  
species have declined over the past decades, as data from 
CapeNature illustrate. Large numbers of Great Crested Grebe 
Podiceps cristatus, Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata and White-
breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus can also be found at 
this wetland. There is a high density of African Marsh Harrier 
Circus ranivorus, which forages over the marsh and reedbed 
areas. Black Stork Ciconia nigra breeding in the Olifantsrivier-
berge and Swartberge to the east and Piketberge to the south 
very occasionally forages in the vlei. The site also holds 4–5 pairs 
of African Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer, and Verreauxs’ Eagle 
Aquila verreauxii occurs on the cliffs around the vlei. 

African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini and 
Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus are recorded at 
the estuary mouth from time to time. The palustrine habitats 
are diverse and rich and hold populations of secretive Rallidae 
such as African Rail Rallus caerulescens and Baillon’s Crake 
Porzana pusilla. Red-chested Flufftail Sarothrura rufa may 
occur, but has not been confirmed. Rallid species are particu-
larly abundant between Matjiesgoeddrif and Redeling huys, 
where the composition and structure of the palustrine vege-
tation are diverse and the area has extensive and excellent 

habitat for them and for waders. The diverse ecotonal terres-
trial vegetation around Verlorenvlei’s fringes supports several 
biome-restricted assemblage species. In recent years, a pair of 
Goliath Herons seems to have been resident in the area and 
may be breeding.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Black Oystercatcher, 
Black Harrier Circus maurus and Lesser Flamingo. Regionally 
threatened species are African Marsh Harrier, Caspian Tern, 
Great White Pelican, Greater Flamingo, Lanner Falcon Falco 
biarmicus and Verreauxs’ Eagle. Biome-restricted species are 
Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis and Cape Bulbul Pycnono
tus capensis, which are common; Karoo Lark Calendulauda 
albescens, which is locally common; and Karoo Chat Cerco
mela schlegelii and Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi, which 
are uncommon. 

The IBA hosts more than 1% of the biogeographic population 
of Great Crested Grebe (maximum 140 individuals), South Af-
rican Shelduck (maximum 489 individuals), Pied Avocet Re
curvirostra avosetta (maximum 1 256 individuals), Hartlaub’s 
Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii (maximum 377 individuals), 
Caspian Tern (maximum 34 individuals), Great White Peli-
can (maximum 478 individuals), White-breasted Cormorant 
(population regularly exceeds 130 individuals), Kelp Gull 
Larus dominicanus (population exceeded 700 individuals on 
two counts), Greater Flamingo (population exceeded 750 
individuals on one count) and Whiskered Tern Chlidonias 
hybrida (population exceeded 85 individuals on one count). 
The site also supports more than 0.5% of the population of 
Lesser Flamingo (maximum 320 individuals), Egyptian Goose 
Alopochen aegyptiaca (maximum 2 041 individuals) and Red-
knobbed Coot (maximum 3 104 individuals).

conservation issues 
Threats
Despite being one of the most important estuarine/lacustrine 
systems in South Africa, Verlorenvlei does not have any for-
mal protection status, and neither statutory control nor any 
form of management is currently in place. The lack of formal 
protection exacerbates the threats that influence the estuary 
from further upstream. Cultivation in the catchment is wide-
spread, and more than 90% of the Malmesbury-derived soils 
have been ploughed, mainly for potato and wheat produc-
tion, which is totally reliant on water derived from the Ver-
lorenvlei system. Growing crops around the estuary and in 
its catchment has a major impact on its ecology, particularly 
as a result of the abstraction of ground and surface water that 
not only reduces the water levels, but also impacts on water 
quality. These agricultural activities can also lead to increased 
soil erosion, which in turn leads to increased sedimentation 
in the estuary, as well as nitrification as the run-off carries 
excess nutrients into the river mouth. The combined higher 
sediment load and increased nutrients stimulate the growth of 
Phragmites australis reeds, contributing to a loss of open water 
habitat and further altering the ecology of the estuary. 

Infrastructure and developments on the estuary flood-
plain include several man-made obstructions that disrupt the 

system. A rubble causeway at the railway bridge and earth 
berms just east of it, as well as road causeways 1 km and 2.6 km 
upstream of the mouth, stop the natural flow and disturb the 
sensitive ecological functioning of the system. These obstruc-
tions disrupt hydrological fluctuations in the wetland, causing 
flooding upstream, extensive siltation and reduced freshwater 
flow into the estuary. They also prevent fish migration. Other 
inappropriate infrastructure includes low-lying properties, 
fences across the floodplain, power lines across some sections 
of open water and jetties and pump houses in the waterbody 
itself. They all have localised impacts on habitat and the estua-
rine ecology and should be removed or mitigated as a matter 
of urgency in order to restore natural hydrological function-
ing and reduce bird mortalities. 

Invasive alien flora, including Acacia cyclops, in the catch-
ment and floodplain of the estuary reduces the extent of 
indigenous habitat and the water volume flowing into the es-
tuary. There is also increased top-soil run-off in alien-infested 
areas, which adds to the sediment load affecting the estuary. 

Uncontrolled recreational activities in the estuary can lead 
to the disturbance of wildlife, especially birds. Recreational 
activities should be kept to a minimum and limited to certain 
zones to reduce disturbance.

Illegal gill-netting and the presence of invasive alien fish 
species such as carp Cyprinus carpio and Mozambique tilapia 
Oreochromis mossambicus are affecting other components of 
the estuarine biodiversity. The exotic fish compete with indig-
enous freshwater species and alter the vegetation structure, 
potentially changing system dynamics. Gill-netting can also 
lead to indirect mortality of trigger species due to diving birds 
getting caught in the nets.

If not properly managed, livestock grazing in the riparian 
zone floodplain can also lead to increased soil erosion and 
eutrophication. Goats from the nearby Elands Bay communi-
ties may degrade the habitat around the edge of the wetland 
and have a detrimental effect on wetland plants. This impact 
is mainly localised to the area between the railway bridge 
and the main Elands Bay road bridge. The effect of potential 
poaching and trapping of waterfowl, mainly prevalent in the 
lower parts of the estuary close to town, is unknown but may 
lead to a decline in the populations of target species.

Conservation action
Although the Ramsar-designated land is State-owned, there 
is currently neither a designated management authority nor 
formal protection status. The lack of a management authority 
means that no conservation action – or very little – has taken 
place at this site. However, the recently formed Verlorenvlei 
Estuary Management Forum is the first step towards improv-
ing its status. Launched in 2009, it facilitates the coordinated 
management of the estuary by a body that represents all the 
relevant stakeholders: local farmers and home-owners, vari-
ous conservation organisations and government officials from 
all the relevant departments. 

BirdLife South Africa is working closely with WESSA and 
other partners to develop a conservancy and utilise Biodiver-
sity Stewardship to proclaim a Protected Environment in the 
buffer zone around the estuary. CapeNature is seeking to have 

the land that includes the waterbody transferred to its juris-
diction so it can be properly managed alongside other nature 
reserves in the area. To this end BirdLife South Africa has em-
ployed a Verlorenvlei Protected Areas project manager who is 
leading the stewardship work at the vlei and its primary catch-
ment, the Moutonshoek Valley. Much of the southern shore of 
the Verlorenvlei waterbody forms the border of the Vleikraal 
Private Nature Reserve and it is essential that this reserve is 
properly managed in order to reduce negative impacts and 
promote the conservation of Verlorenvlei. 

An Estuary Management Plan for the area has been developed 
by the CSIR as part of the C.A.P.E Estuaries Programme and the 
forum is assisting with its implementation wherever possible. 
Working for Wetlands has been operating at the site since 2006, 
in partnership with CapeNature and SANBI, specifically to con-
duct alien clearing programmes (1 100 ha has been cleared), 
but also to construct a bird hide (which unfortunately burnt 
down in 2012), build two gabion structures to reduce erosion, 
and develop and distribute wetland management guidelines to 
farmers in the estuary. Regular bird counts are undertaken by 
Cape Nature and regular water-quality monitoring is now being 
undertaken by the West Coast District municipality. 

CapeNature, through its GCBC Landscape Initiative, has 
also highlighted the Sandveld Core Corridor for conservation 
action. Verlorenvlei and the surrounding farmlands form part 
of this corridor and several conservation initiatives have been 
implemented, including awareness, coordination, stewardship 
and the development of best-practice guidelines for the potato 
and rooibos industries. Soil conservation committees have been 
established in the Department of Agriculture’s Landcare Divi-
sion recently, and these aim to improve the management of this 
critical resource in the farmlands surrounding the IBA. 

Further reading
Baxter et al. (1994); Chakona et al. (2014); Cooper et al. (1976); Cowan 
(1995); Cowan et al. (1996); Grindley et al. (1987); Sinclair et al. (1986); 
Summers et al. (1977b); Taylor (1997a, 1997b); Underhill et al. (1984). 
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site description
The Berg River Estuary IBA is located 140 km north of Cape 
Town. The town of Laaiplek lies directly north of the river 
mouth, and 6 km upstream is the town of Velddrif. The Berg 
River forms one of only four perennial estuaries on the arid 
west coast of southern Africa. The IBA includes only the low-
er Berg River, but this system is reliant on the management 
of its catchment, which extends c. 160 km upstream from the 
river mouth to its source in the Franschhoek and Drakenstein 
mountains. From its source, the river flows through the towns 
of Paarl and Wellington before arching west and meeting the 
Atlantic Ocean at Laaiplek. The lower reaches of the river me-
ander over very flat country so that, on average, the riverbed 
falls only 1 m in the last 50 km.

The ecological functioning of the estuary is determined by 
seasonal changes in river discharge and consequent changes 

in salinity and turbidity. In winter, when the estuary is flooded 
by muddy, fresh river water, most of the marine species disap-
pear. As the floods recede in spring, the salinity increases and 
the system shifts back to a predominantly marine environment. 
When the shallow pools on the floodplain start to dry out, also 
in spring, there is a marked increase in the number of birds the 
wetlands support.

The floodplain encompasses eight major wetland types in 
addition to the river channel: ephemeral pans, commercial salt 
pans, reed marsh, sedge marsh, salt marsh, halophytic flood-
plain, xeric floodplain and intertidal mudflats. The ephemeral 
pans comprise monospecific stands of Juncus maritimus in 
summer. After winter rains, abundant Aponogeton distachyos 
appears, along with other species. The commercial salt pans 
comprise a salt desert generally lacking macrophytes. 

The reed marsh is based on saturated, silt-rich soils, mainly 
on inner riverine beds. Although the sedge marsh is domi-
nated by Juncus kraussii, smaller sedge species are also present 
in a varied mosaic that includes non-sedge species. The salt 
marsh experiences tidal flooding by saline water twice a day 
and is dominated by fleshy-leaved salt-tolerant species. Halo-
phytic floodplain vegetation consists primarily of Sarcocornia 
pillansii, which may be interspersed with open patches that 
are colonised by ephemeral growth in spring. The xeric flood-
plain vegetation comprises a great diversity of xerophytes. The 
floodplain can be inundated for up to two weeks at a time 
when the Berg River floods. The terrestrial vegetation within 
the catchment has been altered dramatically and consists pri-
marily of an agricultural matrix, with patches of Strandveld 
near the coast and a mosaic of invasive alien Acacia species 
and indigenous fynbos in the mountainous interior.

birds
Since 1975, approximately 250 bird species have been record-
ed on and adjacent to the lower Berg River, 127 of which are 
waterbirds. The most important habitats for foraging birds are 
the estuarine mudflats and ephemeral floodplain pans, while 
for breeding the riparian marshes and the commercial salt pans 
are key. On average, more than 12 000 non-passerine water-
birds occur at the estuary in summer and 6 000 non-passerine 
waterbirds in winter. In combination, the estuary and floodplain 
regularly support more than 20 000 birds; in December 1992 a 
count of both habitats yielded 46 234 waterbirds. 

Total waterbird numbers are strongly influenced by the 
influx of Palearctic migrants and more than 8 000 migrant 
waders, especially Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea 
and Little Stint C. minuta, are regularly present in summer. 
Among resident waders, Kittlitz’s Plover Charadrius pecuarius 
is most abundant, but large numbers of the Afro-tropical resi-
dent population of Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta are also 
present when conditions are favourable. The open mudflats 
support a small population of African Black Oystercatcher 
Haematopus moquini.

The commercial salt pans hold many breeding species, in-
cluding very large numbers of Caspian Tern Sterna caspia, 

berg river estuary
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 24 200 ha  •  Protection: Unprotected incorporating up to 13% of the South African breeding popu-

lation. Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and Lesser Fla-
mingo Phoeniconaias minor have attempted to breed at the salt 
pans in recent years and Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius 
pallidus breeds here regularly. Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus 
and Hartlaub’s Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii are resident at 
the river and occur in large numbers, breeding in mid-summer 
and early winter respectively. Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii breeds 
here sporadically. Large mixed-tern roosts are occasionally seen 
on the floodplain and the small islands in the middle estuary. 
Substantial numbers of Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocro
talus occur regularly on the lower Berg River, which is a key 
foraging and roosting area for the Dassen Island (IBA SA109) 
breeding population during the non-breeding season.

Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus and Black-necked 
Grebe P. nigricollis breed occasionally. South African Shelduck 
Tadorna cana uses the estuary in large numbers as a moult-
ing site and also breeds regularly. Yellow-billed Duck Anas 
undulata, Cape Teal A. capensis, Cape Shoveler A. smithii and 
Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata breed in the inundated salt 
marshes in the upper estuary. This area is also one of the few 
remaining breeding sites for Greater Painted-snipe Rostratula 
benghalensis in the Western Cape.

A large heronry c. 1 km west of the Kersefontein farmhouse is 
known to have existed for the past 300 years. It holds 13 breed-
ing species, including substantial numbers of Grey Heron Ardea 
cinerea, Black-headed Heron A. melanocephala, Western Cattle 
Egret Bubulcus ibis, Yellow-billed Egret Egretta intermedia and 
African Spoonbill Platalea alba, as well as Glossy Ibis Plegadis 
falcinellus, which appears to be increasing. The reed marsh im-
mediately adjacent to the floodplain is important for breeding 
African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, especially below Die 
Plaat. African Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer and an isolated Eu-
ropean Bee-eater Merops apiaster population occasionally breed 
along the river. There is a significant roosting site for four of 
South Africa’s cormorant species – Crowned Phalacrocorax cor
onatus, Cape P. capensis, Bank P. neglectus and White-breasted 
P. lucidus – in the area, which also provides a night roost for 
certain species, with estimates of up to 60 000 Cape Cormorants 
coming in to roost in the evenings, as well as significant num-
bers of different tern species. 

The numbers of Cape, Bank and Crowned cormorants have 
reduced significantly and it is suggested that the density of 
wader species using the area is also decreasing year on year 
due to alterations in habitat quality and other disturbances. 
Of particular concern is the number of species that no longer 
meet the population limits for the congregatory category of 
the IBA criteria.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Cormorant (maximum  
1 787 individuals), Crowned Cormorant (maximum 70 indi-
viduals), Lesser Flamingo, African Black Oystercatcher, Black 
Harrier Circus maurus and Chestnut-banded Plover. Regionally 
threatened species are Greater Flamingo, Great White Pelican, 
Caspian Tern, African Marsh Harrier, Lanner Falcon Falco bi
armicus and Greater Painted-snipe. Biome-restricted species 
common in the IBA include Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis 

and Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis, while Karoo Lark Calen
dulauda albescens is locally common. 

Red-knobbed Coot (maximum 1 400 individuals) meets the 
1% or more congregatory threshold, and African Spoonbill and 
Chestnut-banded Plover meet the 0.5% or more congregatory 
threshold. Species that have not met the 1% or more threshold 
but should be on probation and reviewed in future assessments 
are Cape Shoveler, Kittlitz’s Plover, Curlew Sandpiper, Pied 
Avocet, Kelp Gull, Hartlaub’s Gull, Swift Tern, Sandwich Tern 
Thalasseus sandvicensis and White-winged Tern Chlidonias leu
copterus. Species that should be reviewed for the 0.5% or more 
threshold are Great Crested Grebe, Black-necked Grebe, Little 
Stint and South African Shelduck. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The principal threat to this estuary stems from inadequate water 
flow volumes and an unnatural flow regime of fresh water com-
ing down the Berg River from its catchment, due to high lev-
els of water abstraction along the river’s course and to the Berg 
River Dam. In 1998, water supplied to the Greater Cape Town 
metropolitan area from the Berg River and additional abstrac-
tion for agricultural use had reduced the mean annual run-off of 
water by 23%. Further reductions are likely to have occurred as 
a result of the construction of the Berg River Dam, which stores 
water and supplies it to the growing population of Cape Town. 
Abstraction at the dam and increased, unregulated abstraction 
of water along the river’s length have a major impact on the wa-
ter levels and flow regime of the estuary.

The dam was built so that specific volumes of water could 
be released at certain intervals in order to maintain the natu-
ral flow regime of the river. However, these flow regimes will 
not entirely mimic a natural system. Winter inundation of the 
floodplain, either naturally or through controlled releases, is 
essential for the continued ecological functioning of the flood-
plain and estuary. Lack of winter flooding may result in the 
development of hyper-saline conditions and consequent bio-
logical sterility on the floodplain. The most important threat 
to this wetland is therefore further reduction in the mean an-
nual run-off, which would significantly affect seasonal water 
flow patterns and volumes.
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The mean annual run-off may also be reduced by a proposed 
impoundment upstream of the estuary. In addition, water vol-
umes will almost certainly be diminished by the construction of 
the Corex steel smelter (Saldanha Steel) and the associated spin-
off industries near Saldanha Bay, which will require consider-
able quantities of water for their operation. It has been proposed 
that water be abstracted from the Berg River for these purposes. 
The Saldanha Bay Industrial Development Zone and the associ-
ated industries planned for the area may further exacerbate wa-
ter abstraction issues in this system. 

A second threat is hyper-salinity in the estuary, which occurs 
when the sediments at the river mouth are dredged to allow 
boats access to what has become a fully constructed harbour in 
place of the natural estuary and river mouth. Dredging increas-
es the velocity of the tidal flow, the turbidity of the water and 
the penetration of salt water upstream, and intensifies erosion 
within the system. The increased penetration of salt water – a 
result of reduced freshwater flow as well as dredging – changes 
the ecological character of the estuary, impacting primarily on 
the vegetation types and invertebrate fauna of the area. Altera-
tions in the plant and invertebrate community in turn impact on 
the foraging wader and other waterbird species. 

Eutrophication of the estuary and wetlands due to the run-
off of excess fertilisers and other chemicals from agricultural 
activities along the Berg River’s course to the sea can have a 
major negative impact on the ecology of the wetland system. 
Greater nutrient loading may be another cause of the increase 
in algal and plant material that seems to be affecting wader 
foraging habitat. Light, noise and other pollutants from up-
stream activities, the harbour, salt-mining operations and the 
urban area can lead to further degradation of the sensitive es-
tuarine environment.

Human activities, such as boating on the river, and distur-
bance factors from the nearby towns, harbour and factories also 
pose a threat to the birds of this site. Birds breeding and foraging 
in the wetlands are likely to be affected and may be forced out of 
highly disturbed areas. Proposed developments in certain parts 
of the estuary will also lead to an irreversible loss of habitat and 
increased disturbance in adjacent areas. 

In the terrestrial environment, the occurrence of alien veg-
etation such as Sesbania punicea and Australian Eucalyptus and 
Acacia species constitute further threats as they transpire more 
than indigenous vegetation does and thus use substantially 
more water. The aquatic water hyacinth Eichhornia crassipes has 
invaded and poses a significant threat to the open-water system 
and floodplain, changing the character of the tidal mudflats that 
provide essential foraging habitat for migratory and resident 
shorebirds and waders.

Conservation action
The permanent waterbody and intertidal mudflats are owned by 
the State and managed by CapeNature in conjunction with the 
local municipality. The salt marshes, salt works and most of the 
floodplain and catchment area are privately owned. Previously, 
little to no conservation action was being taken at this site, but 
this has been remedied by the appointment of a marine estu-
ary ranger, through CapeNature. As well as conducting regu-
lar patrols on the river and estuary, the ranger carries out law 

enforcement duties, biodiversity monitoring and environmental 
education and public awareness work. He is supported by the 
Berg River Estuary Forum, which also provides a platform for 
certain issues to be raised with the relevant departments.

Restricted access to private land and the commercial salt pans 
reduces the impact of human activities to some extent. The 
Western Cape DEADP is carrying out a large-scale Berg River 
improvement and rehabilitation project, which should ultimate-
ly enhance the state of the estuary as freshwater flow and cycles 
are improved and levels of pollution decreased. This project is 
also removing alien vegetation species, including Eucalyptus 
species and water hyacinth, in the IBA and upstream of it. The 
salt works provide foraging habitat for certain bird species, as 
they are able to maintain the correct salinity to support the birds’ 
prey base.

In providing habitat for waterbirds in both high numbers and 
great diversity, the Berg River estuary is sufficiently important to 
satisfy the criteria for registration with the Ramsar Convention. 
However, the DEA requires a site to have a designated manage-
ment authority and a management plan before Ramsar registra-
tion can proceed. Although registration is desirable, attention 
should rather be focused on acquiring formal conservation pro-
tection and sustained conservation management for the estuary. 
To this end, the proclamation of a Protected Environment, or 
a similar Biodiversity Stewardship option, is being investigated 
for this and other Western Cape estuaries. This is being done 
through a project to be managed by BirdLife South Africa. A 
Protected Environment is a form of stewardship in which local 
landowners establish a collective and include portions of their 
properties in a designated area. The landowners receive some 
benefits from this arrangement, while legislation restricts the 
kinds of activities that can take place within the area. A land-
owners’ conservancy that has been formed by farmers within 
the IBA could be the beginning of such a stewardship initiative. 

The Berg River estuary’s rich birdlife offers substantial tour-
ism potential if managed appropriately. Recognising this, the lo-
cal municipality is becoming involved in the management of the 
site. In addition, the lower floodplain is vital as a nursery area 
for juvenile fish, many species of which form the basis of em-
ployment for hundreds of families living on the west coast. Any 
negative impacts on commercially valuable fish species – and 
many are already in decline – will have a knock-on effect on the 
well-being of many human communities in the area. Protection 
of the lower estuary, and the waters that inundate its floodplain, 
is therefore imperative. The site is monitored regularly and bird 
counts are carried out by members of the West Coast Bird Club. 
There are also a number of registered CWAC sites along the 
length of the estuary that can provide the data required for the 
motivation for formal protection, Ramsar status or the avitour-
ism potential.  

Further reading
Cooper et al. (1976); Day (1981); De Witt et al. (1994); Hockey (1993); 
Hockey et al. (1980); Hockey et al. (1992a); Hockey et al. (1992b); Kalejta 
(1991, 1992a. 1992b, 1992c); Kalejta et al. (1994); Little (1993); Summers 
et al. (1977b); Turpie (1995); Van Wyk (1983); Velasquez (1992, 1993); 
Velasquez et al. (1991); Velasquez et al. (1992). 

site description
The West Coast National Park adjoins the town of Langebaan 
c. 100 km north of Cape Town and encompasses Langebaan 
Lagoon, a wetland of international importance and a desig-
nated Ramsar site; the coastal zone, which includes Postberg 
Nature Reserve and much of 16 Mile Beach; and the islands in 
Saldanha Bay, namely Jutten (43 ha), Malgas (18 ha), Marcus 
(17 ha) Vondeling (21 ha) and Schaapen (29 ha). Meeuw Island 
(7 ha) still belongs to the SANDF but is included in the IBA. 
The lagoon, an arm of Saldanha Bay, is approximately 15 km  
long, 3 km wide and up to 6 m deep, and is sheltered from 
wave action. The spring tide range extends from 1.7 m at the 
mouth to 1.4 m at the lagoon’s southern end. Several hydro-
logical conditions change along the length of the lagoon, cre-
ating a gradient of habitats. Although it receives no significant 
freshwater input above ground, the lagoon is fed by a number 
of underground aquifers, particularly the Elandsfontein aqui-
fer, and consequently qualifies as an estuary.

The rich mud of the salt marshes supports dense popula-
tions of molluscs and crustaceans. Some 71 species of marine 
algae have been recorded in the lagoon and its verges are lush 
with salt-marsh succulents and dense stands of bulrushes, 
reeds and freshwater vegetation. The lagoon serves as a nurs-
ery ground for juvenile fish, and gobies, pipefish, skates, rays 
and small sharks are common. Extensive areas of mudflats, 
sand flats and salt-marsh succulents (concentrated in the 
south) are exposed at low tide. The localised freshwater input 
at the lagoon’s southern section permits the growth of a diver-
sity of palustrine wetland vegetation. 

The islands within the IBA’s borders are diverse. Jutten, a 
large, triangular island, lies about 800 m from Jut Point at the 

southern entrance to Saldanha Bay and rises to some 60 m 
a.s.l. Sparse vegetation grows over numerous boulders strewn 
across its flat perimeter and up the sides of two small hills. 
There are buildings on the island and stone and concrete 
walls intricately subdivide it. Malgas Island, which is circular 
and flat, lies across from Jutten at the northern entrance to 
Saldanha Bay. Large boulders are scattered across this bar-
ren island. Marcus Island rises to just over 7 m a.s.l. and lies 
deep in Saldanha Bay, about 1.2 km south of Hoedjies Point. 
Since 1976 it has been connected to the mainland by a 2-km 
causeway, which was built as part of the harbour development 
for the export of iron ore and the import of crude oil. Sparse 
vegetation is interspersed between scattered boulders. Meeuw 
and Schaapen islands, which lie about 800 m from one an-
other, are near the shore of Donkergat Bay and Langebaan 
town respectively. Both islands are located in the southern 
section of Saldanha Bay, almost in the mouth of Langebaan 
Lagoon, and are sparsely covered by vegetation.

Well-developed strandveld, comprising low bushes and 
succulents, dominates the terrestrial vegetation around the 
lagoon. Many flowering annuals put on a show in spring and 
there are also elements of coastal sclerophyllous fynbos, es-
pecially in the east. Some old farmlands provide more open 
habitat. The open coast on the park’s western border is ex-
posed to heavy wave action and is predominantly sandy in the 
south and rocky in the north.

birds
More than 250 bird species have been recorded in the West 
Coast National Park. Langebaan Lagoon is the most impor-
tant wetland for waders in South Africa, regularly accounting 
for c. 10% of South Africa’s coastal wader numbers. It consis-
tently supports more than 20 000 non-passerine waterbirds in 
summer, of which 16 500 are waders and 93% are Palearctic 
migrants. In some years wader numbers can increase from 
4 000 in winter to 20 000 in summer. Grey Plover Pluvialis 
squatarola, Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea, Sanderling 
C. alba, Red Knot C. canutus and Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria 
interpres are the major components of the summer wader 
assemblage. Important resident waders include Chestnut-
banded Plover Charadrius pallidus, White-fronted Plover  
C. marginatus and Kittlitz’s Plover C. pecuarius.

In winter, the lagoon regularly holds more than 6 500 birds, 
of which Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus and Lesser 
Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor make up 2 000, and 4 000 are 
waders. The terrestrial strandveld habitat is important for Afri-
can Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Black Harrier C. maurus, 
Southern Black Korhaan Afrotis afra, Red-chested Flufftail Sa
rothrura rufa and African Rail Rallus caerulescens, and possibly 
also for the secretive Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix hottentottus.

The islands in Saldanha Bay are home to nearly 80 000 
coastal seabirds. Malgas Island is one of only six localities in 
the world that supports breeding Cape Gannet Morus capen
sis and is known to have been used by the species since at 

west coast national parK AnD saldanha bay islands
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least 1648. The colony on the island comprises 25% of the 
global Cape Gannet population. Together, the islands hold 
important numbers of African Penguin Spheniscus demersus, 
although there is considerable cause for concern because the 
populations at Malgas, Marcus and Jutten islands have de-
clined by more than 50% – a decline that is mirrored across 
the species’ west coast breeding sites. The largest known Kelp 
Gull Larus dominicanus colony in southern Africa is found on 
Schaapen Island. Nearly 10% of South Africa’s Hartlaub’s Gull 
Chroicocephalus hartlaubii population and 5% of the global 
Crowned Cormorant Phalacrocorax coronatus population are 
present in this IBA. Important populations of Bank Cormo-
rant P. neglectus, Cape Cormorant P. capensis and Swift Tern 
Thalasseus bergii also breed at the various islands.

The lagoon has supported large numbers of Caspian Tern 
Sterna caspia in the past, but they may have moved to the low-
er Berg River wetlands (SA104). Twelve per cent of the world’s 
African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini population 
is found scattered throughout the IBA, mostly on the islands. 
The coastal strandveld supports several restricted-range and 
biome-restricted assemblage species, including the recently 
described Cape Long-billed Lark Certhilauda curvirostris, 
Karoo Lark Calendulauda albescens, Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus 
capensis, Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis and Sickle-winged 
Chat Cercomela sinuata. 

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Penguin (614 breed-
ing pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Cape Gannet (30 000 breeding 
pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Cape Cormorant (3  343 breeding 
pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Bank Cormorant (65 breeding pairs; 
Crawford et al. 2012), Crowned Cormorant (maximum 308 
individuals; CWAC data), African Black Oystercatcher, Lesser 
Flamingo (maximum 687 individuals; CWAC data), Chestnut-
banded Plover, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Black 
Harrier and Southern Black Korhaan. Regionally threatened 
species are Caspian Tern, Greater Flamingo, Great White Peli-
can Pelecanus onocrotalus, Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, 
African Marsh Harrier and Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species include Cape 
Spurfowl and Cape Bulbul, which are common; Karoo Lark, 
which is locally common; and Cape Long-billed Lark and La-
yard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi, which are uncommon. 

Species that meet the 1% or more congregatory population 
threshold are Cape Gannet (30 000 breeding pairs; CWAC data), 
Cape Cormorant (3 343 breeding pairs; CWAC data), Crowned 
Cormorant (maximum 308 individuals; CWAC data), Bank 
Cormorant (65 breeding pairs; CWAC data), Greater Flamingo 
(maximum 1 312 individuals; CWAC data), Lesser Flamingo 
(maximum 687 individuals; CWAC data), White-fronted Plo-
ver (maximum 197 individuals; CWAC data), Grey Plover 
(maximum 3 300 individuals; CWAC data), Ruddy Turnstone 
(maximum 1 600 individuals; CWAC data), Curlew Sandpiper 
(maximum 7 859 individuals; CWAC data), Sanderling (maxi-
mum 4 950 individuals; CWAC data), Kelp Gull (4 221 breeding 
pairs; Crawford et al. 2012) and Hartlaub’s Gull (245 breeding 
pairs; Crawford et al. 2012). Species that meet the 0.5% popula-
tion threshold are Kittlitz’s Plover (maximum 106 individuals; 

CWAC data), Red Knot (maximum 2 000 individuals; CWAC 
data) and Common Tern Sterna hirundo (maximum 1 000 in-
dividuals; CWAC data). 

conservation issues 
Threats
The proclamation of the national park at this site precludes most 
threats, although the Industrial Development Zone at Saldanha 
and the expansion associated with it could impact negatively 
on the system as a whole. After the completion of the Sishen– 
Saldanha railway line in the early 1970s and the construction of 
a deep-water harbour in Saldanha Bay, the area was committed 
as a major port for the export of iron ore. Major industrial de-
velopment subsequently led to the town’s growth. Metal pollu-
tion from the iron-ore berth and pollution and oiling incidents 
from urbanisation and shipping pose a threat to the future of 
the lagoon. The development of the port has already altered the 
hydrodynamics and physical structure of the bay; it is due to be 
expanded and the number of different products exported, in-
cluding various minerals and chemicals, will be increased.

These changes, which include the development of potential 
phosphate mines next to the IBA, pose a major threat to the 
sensitive ecosystems of Langebaan Lagoon in that increased 
shipping traffic and industrial activities may result in oil or 
chemical spills. The intertidal salt flats, marshes and rocky is-
lands are at particular risk. Chronic pollution from crude oil 
or other contaminants that spill into the ocean when tankers 
break open, wash their tanks, dump cargo or pump bilge can 
occur. African Penguins are particularly susceptible to events 
such as this and a single oil disaster can severely affect popula-
tions. One large spill could threaten all the important seabird 
populations at the Saldanha Bay islands, as well as impact the 
Ramsar-designated Langebaan Lagoon.

Dredging required to deepen the harbour is an additional 
threat as it can lead to increased sedimentation in the lagoon 
itself. A fine layer of sediments on the mudflats reduces habi-
tat quality for invertebrates and could also reduce the forag-
ing quality for birds. Sewage effluent overflows and leaks from 
soak-away tanks in the towns of Langebaan and Saldanha oc-
casionally affect water quality in the bay, impacting negatively 
on the sensitive ecology of the system and potentially reduc-
ing the habitat quality.

Between 1956 and 1980 the global Cape Gannet population 
declined some 50%. The collapse was attributed to a decrease 
in sardine Sardinops sagax stocks, the gannets’ primary food 
source. Despite the global decline, which affected mainly Na-
mibian colonies, the Malgas Island colony has been increasing 
since the late 1960s to early 1970s, which correlates with the 
local recovery of sardine stocks in the Western Cape. African 
Penguin and Cape Cormorant are thought to have been af-
fected by competition with commercial fisheries, especially 
purse-seining for surface-shoaling fish such as anchovy En
graulis capensis and sardine. A recommendation has been 
made that marine reserves with a radius of 25 km are estab-
lished around important breeding islands. Commercial fish-
ing should be banned or restricted within these zones.

Uncontrolled recreational activities such as jet-skiing and 
kite-boarding can disturb foraging birds. This is a particular 

threat for migratory waders, which need to gain weight for the 
return flight to the northern hemisphere. It is being tackled by 
the West Coast National Park Forum and the development of 
a watercraft association in Langebaan. A new camp may be 
built in the park, at a site known as Kleinmooimaak on the 
lagoon shore. If it goes ahead, the disturbance effect along the 
shore will increase and the activities and numbers of people 
utilising this area will have to be regulated.

Seals have been known to prey on juvenile seabirds and this 
can impact on populations on the rocky islands of the IBA. This 
threat is being actively managed by park and DEA: Oceans and 
Coasts Division officials and the culling of rogue seals is carried 
out when necessary. Since the construction of the causeway 
to Marcus Island, several mammalian predators have periodi-
cally occurred on the island, including Cape grey mongoose 
Herpestes pulverulentus, yellow mongoose Cynictis penicil
lata, small-spotted genet Genetta genetta and Cape fox Vulpes 
chama. During a four-year period, a minimum of 195 individu-
als of nine seabird and shorebird species, including large num-
bers of African Penguin and African Black Oystercatcher (8% 
of the island’s breeding population was killed in a single sea-
son), were killed by mammalian predators on Marcus Island. 
This led to the construction of a predator-proof wall, which has 
reduced, but not eliminated, predation on the island. Since the 
construction of the causeway, populations of all breeding sea-
birds on Marcus Island have declined. European rabbits Oryc
tolagus cuniculus have substantially altered the vegetation on 
Schaapen and Jutten islands, but there is no evidence to suggest 
they have adversely affected breeding seabirds.

Conservation action
Langebaan Lagoon and the Saldanha Bay Islands were pro-
claimed a national park in 1985, and in 1987 Postberg Nature 
Reserve was added. The farm Wildevarkevallei was incorporat-
ed in 1988 and an additional 0.6 ha was purchased at Langebaan 
Lodge. Although the Donkergat military area (including Meeuw 
Island), at the northern extreme of the park’s western arm, is not 
part of the park, the SANDF manages it as a conservation area. 
The lagoon was designated a Ramsar site in 1988. 

As a designated South African national park under 
NEM:PAA, the West Coast National Park and the islands of Sal-
danha Bay enjoy the highest category of legislative protection 
for a conservation area in South Africa. This IBA therefore re-
quires a detailed and appropriate management plan, which has 
to be implemented according to available resources. A State of 
Knowledge Report for the park was produced in March 2009. 
There is also a zonation plan for recreational activities within 
the park, and this aims to reduce impacts on biodiversity while 
maintaining recreational potential for different user groups.

The park’s management implements all required conserva-
tion actions, including the maintenance of infrastructure, the 
eradication of alien vegetation and wildlife law enforcement, oc-
casionally with different partners. A Working for Water team 
works on the eradication of alien plants. The People and Con-
servation officer runs environmental education programmes 
with school groups staying at the park. A Park Forum consist-
ing of all relevant stakeholders has been established and meets 
quarterly to discuss management issues. CWACs, coordinated 

by the Animal Demography Unit at UCT and members of the 
Cape Bird Club, are undertaken at numerous sites in the IBA. 
The IBA also forms the northern core zone of the Cape West 
Coast Biosphere, which coordinates conservation action across 
this region. It implements projects such as the eradication of 
alien vegetation, Biodiversity Stewardship and the building of 
a corridor of conservation sites linking the West Coast National 
Park to Melkbos in the south, and potentially with the Dassen-
berg Coastal Catchment Partnership area. 

Related webpages
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/west_coast/ 
www.capebiosphere.co.za/ 

Further reading
Adams (1991); Boucher et al. (1977); Branch (1991); Broekhuysen et al. 
(1961); Brooke et al. (1986); Clark et al. (2012); Cooper (1976, 1981); 
Cooper et al. (1976); Cooper et al. (1983); Cooper et al. (1984); Cooper et 
al. (1986); Cooper et al. (1989); Cooper et al. (1990); Cooper et al. (1992); 
Cowan (1995); Crawford et al. (1978); Crawford et al. (1981); Crawford 
et al. (1982a); Crawford et al. (1982b); Crawford et al. (1983); Crawford et 
al. (1989); Crawford et al. (1990); Crawford et al. (1994); Crawford et al. 
(1995c); Crawford et al. (1995d); Frost et al. (1976); Furness et al. (1982); 
Hanekom et al. (2009); Hockey (1983, 1984, 1985b, 1985c, 1987a, 1987b, 
1995); Hockey et al. (1981); Jarvis (1971); Johnson (1994); La Cock et al. 
(1987); Morant et al. (1981); Pringle et al. (1975); Rand (1963); Randall RM 
et al. (1981); Robertson (1979); Shelton et al. (1982); Siegfried (1982); Sum-
mers (1977); Summers et al. (1977a); Summers et al. (1977b); Underhill 
(1986, 1987); Williams et al. (1990); Wilson et al. (1988). 
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site description
The Swartberg range runs parallel to the Outeniqua Mountains 
IBA (SA112) in the east of the Western Cape and these two 
ranges dominate the landscape at the junction of the Western 
Cape and Eastern Cape provinces. The Seweweekspoort splits 
the Swartberg into Klein Swartberg to the west and Groot Swart-
berg to the east. Klein Swartberg runs some 40 km from the 
Seweweekspoort to south of Laingsburg. It is dominated by Ta-
ble Mountain Sandstone and includes peaks such as Toringberg 
(2 127 m a.s.l.), Towerkop (2 189 m a.s.l.) and, in the Western 
Cape, Seweweekspoort Peak (2 325 m a.s.l.). Groot Swartberg 
runs some 170 km from the Seweweekspoort to c. 20 km south-
west of Willowmore. The Kangoberg (2 022 m a.s.l.), Kariegas-
berg (2 053 m a.s.l.), Waboomsberg (2 003 m a.s.l.), Tierberg  
(2 132 m a.s.l.), Tierhoek (2 130 m a.s.l.) and Blesberg (2 084 m 
a.s.l.) peaks run from west to east, dominating this section of 
the range. East of Blesberg, the range recedes, forming the Great 
Karoo plateau to the north and Little Karoo to the south.

The Swartberg slopes are drained by numerous catchments 
that supply water to the arid Karoo and are the life-blood of 
many major river systems. The range is deeply incised by the 
Buffels, Gamka, Seweweeks and Meiringspoort rivers, which cut 
deep and precipitous gorges through its western section, creat-
ing large cliffs. Water from these rivers runs into the Olifants 
River and in turn into the Touws, Groot and ultimately the Gou-
rits River. The climate is extreme, with temperatures ranging 
from -4 °C on some high-altitude peaks in winter to higher than  
44 °C on the plains in summer. Rain falls year-round and is 
mostly cyclonic and orographic, with occasional thunderstorms. 
Total annual rainfall varies from 750 mm on the high peaks to 
about 200 mm on the plains. 

Two major plant communities are present in the Swartberg: 
montane fynbos at higher altitudes; and karroid and reno-
sterveld shrubland on the lower slopes, where rainfall is low 

enough for non-fynbos shrublands to grow on the Table Moun-
tain Quartzites. The stark variation in altitude yields a wide di-
versity of micro-habitats, resulting in a distinct contrast between 
the moist Mediterranean fynbos vegetation of the mountains 
and the dwarf scrub and thornveld of the lower plains. Resti-
oid, ericoid and proteoid elements dominate the fynbos. Deep, 
secluded mesic gorges on the southern slopes hold very small 
pockets of Afro-temperate forest, while the base of the southern 
slopes is covered mostly with renosterveld. The scrub vegeta-
tion that grows on much of the Little Karoo plains and on the 
lower escarpment south of the Swartberg is dominated by low 
shrubs, in particular the Mesembryanthemaceae, which can be 
very local in their distribution. The riverine vegetation that lines 
the mostly dry riverbeds is dominated by Vachellia (formerly 
Acacia) karroo.

birds
The IBA is extremely rich in both fynbos and karroid endemic 
birds, supporting several restricted-range and biome-restricted  
assemblage species. At high altitudes the sclerophyllous fyn-
bos is home to Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis, Cape Sugar-
bird Promerops cafer, Orange-breasted Sunbird Anthobaphes 
violacea, Cape Siskin Crithagra totta and Protea Seedeater  
C. leucoptera near protea thickets. Cape Rockjumper Chae
tops frenatus is common on exposed rocky slopes above the  
1 200-m contour line. Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis is 
widespread. Habitat suitable for Striped Flufftail Sarothrura 
affinis and Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix hottentottus occurs, 
and both species are present. 

The cliffs hold Black Stork Ciconia nigra, Peregrine Falcon Falco 
peregrinus, Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis, Booted Eagle Hieraae
tus pennatus and Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii. Pale-winged 
Starling Onychognathus nabouroup, Ground Woodpecker Geoco
laptes olivaceus and the secretive and localised African Rock Pipit 
Anthus crenatus occur in rocky gorges and kloofs. 

The lowland karroid plains, particularly to the north of the 
range and marginally outside the boundary of the IBA, are good 
for Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis 
vigorsii, Karoo Lark Calendulauda albescens, Spike-heeled Lark 
Chersomanes albofasciata, Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii, Ka-
roo Eremomela Eremomela gregalis and Rufous-eared Warbler 
Malcorus pectoralis. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus and 
Black Harrier Circus maurus are occasionally seen quartering 
the plains. Black-headed Canary Serinus alario occurs whenever 
seeding grass and water are available.

The belts of riverine Vachellia karroo woodland support Nam-
aqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata and provide food, shelter and 
breeding habitat for many species, while the thicket and scrub on 
the slopes support Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi and Grey Tit 
Parus afer. Other arid-zone species include Pale Chanting Gos-
hawk Melierax canorus, Pririt Batis Batis pririt, Fairy Flycatcher 
Stenostira scita and White-throated Canary Crithagra albogularis. 
Occasionally Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni is seen foraging over 
the karroid plains. The newly described Karoo Long-billed Lark 
Certhilauda subcoronata occurs in rocky areas.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Martial Eagle, Black Harrier and 
Hottentot Buttonquail. Regionally threatened species are Ver-
reauxs’ Eagle, Karoo Korhaan, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, 
Cape Rockjumper and African Rock Pipit. 

Common restricted-range and biome-restricted species are 
Cape Spurfowl and Cape Bulbul, while locally common species  
are Cape Sugarbird, Orange-breasted Sunbird, Cape Siskin, 
Karoo Chat, Layard’s Tit-Babbler, Black-headed Canary, Pale-
winged Starling and Namaqua Warbler. Uncommon biome- 
restricted species are Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini, 
Cape Rockjumper, Protea Seedeater, Karoo Lark, Karoo 
Long-billed Lark, Sickle-winged Chat Cercomela sinuata and 
Karoo Eremomela.

conservation issues 
Threats
The high mountains of the Swartberg range make reaching 
much of this IBA very arduous, so a potential threat is the dif-
ficulty of controlling activities along the length of the range and 
a lack of information about these inaccessible areas. However, 
very few threats occur within the boundaries of the IBA because 
of this very inaccessibility, and this and the steep gradients of the 
landscape mostly preclude development and agricultural activi-
ties. There are numerous private landowners along the bound-
ary of the Swartberg Mountains IBA, and any threats impacting 
on the trigger species may arise from the land practices directly 
adjacent to it. 

Alien vegetation, including Acacia, Hakea, Pinus and Euca
lyptus species, may invade from adjacent areas. It has become a 
major threat to fynbos vegetation across the Western Cape, rap-
idly outcompeting the slower-growing indigenous plants and 
thus reducing the extent of natural vegetation available for the 
fynbos-endemic birds. The invasive species significantly mod-
ify soil composition, fire regimes and natural plant and animal 
communities, threatening many indigenous species with extinc-
tion. Alien trees are also known to accelerate riverbank erosion 
and reduce in-stream flow through excessive transpiration. The 
Working for Water programme physically removes alien plants 
in water catchment areas, helping to increase water run-off and 
simultaneously employing people.

Fynbos is a fire-maintained ecosystem, and the use of fire as a 
control agent is now appropriately incorporated into most man-
agement plans. However, human disturbance and high densi-
ties of alien vegetation have resulted in increased fire frequency 
across many of the Western Cape mountains. These frequencies 
prevent longer-lived fynbos plants such as proteas from estab-
lishing seed banks and in the long term reduce the populations 
of these plants and thereby alter the plant communities. This 
in turn impacts on the fynbos-endemic birds that rely on these 
plant species.

Although development and agricultural activities are limited 
due to formal protection and the rugged nature of the IBA, they 
can occur in certain sections. The associated transformation 
of habitat, both on the mountains and in the low-lying areas, 
will threaten the ecology of the IBA by reducing the extent of 
natural vegetation and habitat for birds. In the foothills of the 
mountains, the mismanagement of the agricultural land, such 

as overgrazing and polluting watercourses, can also have major 
impacts on the ecosystems. The resulting habitat degradation 
may affect wide-ranging species such as Ludwig’s Bustard, while 
the use of pesticides and poisons may impact on raptor, crane 
and bustard populations. Grazing cattle may stray and illegal 
4x4 routes or walking trails may lead into the IBA from adjacent 
farms, resulting in additional habitat disturbance.

Conservation action
There are a number of CapeNature reserves and mountain 
catchment areas (private and State-owned) along the length of 
this long IBA. These cover large tracts of the IBA and the most 
important mountain habitats. Their designation as nature re-
serves under NEM:PAA ensures this IBA receives the highest 
level of legislative protection. The reserves and catchment areas 
are Klein Swartberg Mountain Catchment Area, Groot Swart-
berg Mountain Catchment Area, Towerkop Nature Reserve, 
Groot Swartberg Nature Reserve, Gamkaskloof Nature Reserve, 
Gamkapoort Nature Reserve, Swartberg East Nature Reserve 
and Swartberg-Oos Mountain Catchment Area. 

The provincial CapeNature reserves have complex manage-
ment plans and the resources to implement them. However, it is 
uncertain who is responsible for managing the mountain catch-
ment areas and currently no direct management occurs. Land 
swaps between government departments and the declaration of 
reserves in the mountain catchment sites is being investigated. 
The conservation actions on the private land vary widely from 
landowner to landowner, depending on their attitude to nature 
conservation and to what extent they need income from the land.

CapeNature undertakes comprehensive conservation actions 
in all their proclaimed nature reserves, according to their ga-
zetted management plans and available resources. These actions 
include law enforcement through regular patrols, maintaining 
infrastructure (including trails, roads and accommodation), 
monitoring the environment, carrying out controlled burns 
where necessary, fire-fighting and controlling invasive alien veg-
etation and soil erosion. 

Related webpage
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/swartbergnaturereserve/ 

Further reading
Abbott et al. (2010); Bond (1981); Dippenaar-Schoeman et al. (2005); Lee 
et al. (2014); Seydack et al. (2007); Winterbottom (1968b). 
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site description
The Boland Mountains IBA (previously the Eastern False 
Bay Mountains IBA) is located at the western extremity of 
the Cape fold belt, where much of the complex fold range 
is forced northwards. The folding process has forged several 
large peaks and plateaus in this area. The IBA encompasses 
a continuous chain of mountains and includes several State 
forests, mountain catchment areas and provincial nature re-
serves. It runs north from the Kogelberg Nature Reserve (near 
Betty’s Bay and Kleinmond) for 120 km to the Kluitjieskraal 
State Forest and Waterval Nature Reserve south-west of Tul-
bagh. The mountains consist of mainly Table Mountain Sand-
stone sediments. The complexity of folding has led to the 
formation of many different mountain ranges within the IBA, 
notably the Kogelberg, Hottents Holland and Limietberg. The 
area can be divided into four main sections: Kogelberg Nature 
Reserve, which forms a part of the larger Kogelberg Biosphere 
Reserve; Hottentots Holland Nature Reserve and Hawequas 
State Forest; Limietberg Nature Reserve; and Kluitjieskraal 
State Forest and Waterval Nature Reserve.

The mountains in Kogelberg Nature Reserve rise sharply 
from sea level to form peaks such as Voorberg (862 m a.s.l.), 

which lies only 4 km inland, and the resulting coastline is dra-
matic. The catchments of the Palmiet and Bot rivers lie within 
these mountains and the estuary of the latter forms part of the 
Cape Whale Coast IBA (SA118). The Hottentots Holland range 
lies in the south of the IBA, above the towns of Somerset West, 
Stellenbosch and Franschhoek. The slopes of the Stellenbosch, 
Jonkershoek and Groot Drakenstein ranges are steep and rise 
rapidly to form Drakenstein Peak (1 491 m a.s.l.), the Twins  
(1 494 m a.s.l.) and Sneeukop (1 590 m a.s.l.), the highest peak 
in this region. To the east, the Franschhoek Mountains run over 
into the southern section of the extensive Hawequas State For-
est, which also holds the Klein Drakenstein, Wemmershoek 
and Du Toit’s ranges to the north-east of Franschhoek. Wem-
mershoek Peak (1 748 m a.s.l.), Klein Tafelberg (1 821 m a.s.l.) 
and the tallest peak in the IBA, Du Toit’s Peak (1 995 m a.s.l.), 
with its spectacular pass, are characteristic of the Franschhoek 
Mountains. The catchments in this area contribute to the Wem-
mershoek and Theewaterskloof dams.

Further north, the IBA includes Limietberg Nature Re-
serve, which encompasses the Limiet and northern Slang-
hoek ranges and the associated Limietkop (1 152 m a.s.l.) and 
Bailey’s Peak (1 517 m a.s.l.). The topography of the whole 
Limietberg region is rugged and highly variable, carved by 
the Wit, Elandspad, Molenaars and Smalblaar rivers and their 
tributaries, which have created steep cliffs, gorges and deeply 
incised valleys. In the Elandskloof and Waterval ranges west 
of Wolseley, Kluitjieskraal State Forest and Waterval Nature 
Reserve form the northern section of the IBA. These ranges 
are smaller and less rugged than their southern counterparts, 
and they fade into rolling hills at their northern extremity. 
Numerous streams drain these mountains and supply water 
for agriculture in the Swartland District.

In winter, prevailing north-westerly and south-westerly 
winds bring rain associated with sub-Antarctic cold fronts. 
Although micro-climates significantly affect local rainfall, in 
general the lower slopes receive c. 800 mm p.a. while the up-
per slopes and high peaks receive c. 3 300 mm p.a. The region 
suffers from summer drought where the heat, evaporation 
and lack of rain can be extreme. Temperatures are moder-
ate and range between -5 °C minimum in winter and 35 °C 
maximum in summer. The annual average minimum and 
maximum temperatures are 11 °C and 24 °C respectively. The 
mesic mountain fynbos is dominated by a multitude of com-
munities, with Proteaceae, Ericaceae and Restionaceae as the 
primary fynbos constituents.

birds
A total of 274 bird species has been recorded in the IBA dur-
ing SABAP2. Typical fynbos habitat in the Boland Moun-
tains supports all the Cape Fynbos EBA restricted-range and 
biome-restricted assemblage species. The forest patches are 
home to several South African Forest EBA restricted-range 
species, while within the low fynbos scrub Hottentot Button-
quail Turnix hottentottus and Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affi
nis are found. Among the fynbos endemics, Orange-breasted 

Sunbird Anthobaphes violacea is widespread in stands of eri-
cas, and Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer and Protea Seedeat-
er Crithagra leucoptera are almost restricted to the proteoid 
elements. Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul 
Pycnonotus capensis and Cape Siskin Crithagra totta are wide-
spread, while Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini is locally 
common in moist seeps in hilly areas.

Cape Rockjumper Chaetops frenatus and Ground Wood-
pecker Geocolaptes olivaceus are common on most exposed 
rocky slopes above 1 000 m a.s.l. The mountain peaks and as-
sociated cliffs hold a few Black Stork Ciconia nigra, Booted 
Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, 
Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis and Peregrine Falcon Falco 
peregrinus. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus is a rare and 
widespread resident. The isolated forest patches hold some 
forest endemics, including Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus 
and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. The agricultural areas 
and foothills of the mountains support Blue Crane Anthro
poides paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Black 
Harrier Circus maurus, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, 
White Stork Ciconia ciconia and Southern Black Korhaan Af
rotis afra, all of which regularly forage within the agricultural 
matrix at the base of the mountain ranges.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Martial Eagle, Black Harrier, 
Blue Crane, Denham’s Bustard, Southern Black Korhaan and 
Hottentot Buttonquail. Regionally threatened species are Ver-
reauxs’ Eagle, African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lanner 
Falcon Falco biarmicus, Cape Rockjumper and Striped Flufftail.

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are lo-
cally common in the fynbos elements of the IBA include Cape 
Spurfowl, Cape Bulbul, Cape Sugarbird, Orange-breasted 
Sunbird, Cape Rockjumper, Cape Siskin and Victorin’s War-
bler, while uncommon species include Southern Black Kor-
haan, Hottentot Buttonquail, Striped Flufftail and Protea 
Seedeater. Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that 
are locally common in the forest elements include Forest Buz-
zard and Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The Boland Mountains IBA contains a mixture of protected 
areas and adjacent agricultural land and includes the Kogel-
berg, Hottentots Holland, Limietberg and Waterval nature 
reserves. This system of nature reserves is managed as the 
Boland Mountains Reserve Complex by CapeNature, which 
takes a landscape-scale approach to management by priori-
tising threats and mitigating actions across the different re-
serves. The majority of threats occur in the buffer zones of the 
protected areas and, depending on where the IBA boundary 
extends over a protected area boundary, they will impact on 
the habitat and bird species. Buffer zone issues are considered 
to be the most prominent threats to the ecological health of 
the Boland mountain system. 

The most critical threat facing the biodiversity of this IBA 
is fire. Fynbos is a fire-maintained ecosystem, and the use 
of fire as a control agent is now appropriately incorporated 

into most management plans. Burning operations are pre-
scribed in terms of the three principal components of the 
fire regime (frequency, season and intensity) and are based 
on knowledge of the combined effects of these components 
on the vegetation. Providing the public with greater access to 
protected areas immensely increases the risk of out-of-season 
or inappropriate burns by irresponsible or accidental activi-
ties. Care should be taken to minimise accidental fires. Fac-
tors associated with fire include increases in frequency and 
intensity and the incorrect season for burning. They lead to 
fires changing the ecological composition through impacts on 
the plant communities, with knock-on impacts on the faunal 
communities. Fynbos-endemic birds, such as Cape Sugarbird, 
rely on the longer-lived proteas and other plant species, which 
are the first to be lost from a system when fire frequency and 
intensity increase. 

Invasive alien plants represent a significant threat in these 
mountain ranges. Despite large-scale clearing efforts, many of 
the catchments and privately owned properties still contain 
high densities of alien plants, which could re-establish in adja-
cent ‘cleared’ reserves and thus out-compete fynbos vegetation. 
The fynbos-endemic bird species rely solely on this vegetation 
for their ecology. Locally, exotic plant taxa can dominate thou-
sands of hectares, significantly modifying soil composition, 
fire regimes and natural plant and animal communities and 
threatening many indigenous species with extinction. Alien 
trees are also known to accelerate riverbank erosion and reduce 
in-stream flow through excessive transpiration. Many of the 
freshwater systems in the Western Cape, including the Palmiet, 
Bot, Wit, Elandspad, Molenaars and Smalblaar rivers, have their 
source in the Boland Mountains and the high densities of alien 
vegetation can dramatically reduce the water run-off from their 
catchments. Currently the Kogelberg Biosphere Area is consid-
ered to be at a maintenance stage for alien clearing; Jonkershoek 
Nature Reserve has issues with invasive alien vegetation in high-
altitude sites; and Hottentots Holland Nature Reserve is being 

boland mountains
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prioritised for alien vegetation clearing. The primary species 
impacting on the reserves are silky hakea Hakea sericea, black 
wattle Acacia mearnsii, blue gum Eucalyptus species and pine 
trees Pinus pinaster. 

Habitat transformation due to development is a threat in 
the areas that do not receive formal conservation protection, 
notably those outside existing nature reserves and State for-
ests. Conversion into agriculture, namely wine and wheat 
farming, is the main form of development. The management 
practices for State forests are largely unknown and their im-
pacts on avifauna must be assessed. The intrusion of agricul-
tural activities onto the borders of the protected areas and 
within parts of the IBA leads to additional negative impacts, 
such as pollution of water systems, pesticide drift, soil erosion 
or illegal entry into the reserves and associated plant harvest-
ing or poaching. However the formal declaration of the pro-
tected area components does limit the degree of habitat loss as 
a result of agricultural expansion. The mountain chain is also 
used extensively for hiking and other recreational purposes, 
but these activities in the reserves are well managed by Cape-
Nature and negative impacts, such as disturbance or erosion 
of trails, are reduced.

Conservation action
The IBA consists of a network of many formal and contractual 
‘conservation areas’. The establishment of some fynbos reserves 
has been based on single-species conservation, such as the proc-
lamation of Kogelberg State Forest to secure the future of the 
endemic and highly threatened marsh rose Orothamnus zeyheri. 
Kogelberg Nature Reserve (18 000 ha) has since been shown to 
hold a great number of other localised, threatened and endemic 
plant species. The reserve, which was transferred from the De-
partment of Forestry to CapeNature in 1987, lies on the eastern 
flank of False Bay and is now managed in conjunction with the 
broader Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve.

The most effective and important conservation action taken 
across this IBA is the proclamation of multiple nature reserves 
managed by CapeNature: Kogelberg, Hottentots Holland, 
Jonkershoek, Limietberg and Waterval nature reserves. Their 
designation prevents habitat transformation associated with de-
velopment and ensures that plans are in place to assist with sound 
ecological management. CapeNature has developed and continu-
ously updates detailed environmental management plans for the 
individual nature reserves as well as an overall vision and purpose 
for the entire Boland Nature Reserve Complex. 

The reserves of the Boland complex form the IBA and are 
managed as a single ecological unit. In addition to this com-
plex, there are four smaller reserve complexes in the IBA for 
which a management plan must be compiled. Two have been 
completed so far, one is scheduled to be completed by March 
2016 and the other by March 2018. Although two reserve 
complexes do not yet have a management plan, the work done 
in them is carried out according to an annual ecological plan 
of operations, which is compiled with input from staff. 

CapeNature has the capacity to manage the Boland Na-
ture Reserve Complex, although certain threats such as fire 
and the spread of alien vegetation can still severely impact 
on the ecological health of the IBA. The conservation and 

management actions being undertaken are comprehensive 
and include the management of ecosystems and biodiversity, 
wildlife, fire, invasive and non-invasive alien species, cultural 
heritage resources, infrastructure, disasters and human re-
sources, as well as law enforcement and the development of a 
tourism framework. Each of these management categories is 
subject to relevant legislation, guiding principles and specific 
management actions as laid out in the Kogelberg Protected 
Areas Management Plan 2012. All the actions seek to enhance 
the biodiversity of the IBA while fulfilling recreational needs 
in the protected areas.

The remaining land is privately owned and mostly consists 
of commercial fruit and wine farms. Some of the farms belong 
to schemes such as WWF-SA’s Fruit and Wine Sustainability 
Initiative, although membership does not constitute a formal 
conservation designation. Such conservation initiatives aim 
to provide environmental management plans at farm level 
and to drive ecotourism or sustainable landscape manage-
ment outside the protected areas. Large parts of the IBA are 
also characterised as mountain catchment areas. The manage-
ment and legal status of these areas is under consideration 
by CapeNature. Land transfers between government depart-
ments are currently under way and little to no conservation 
action is being undertaken in the mountain catchment areas. 

The development of the Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve 
and Cape Winelands Biosphere Reserve is a positive move 
for conservation in that it ensures that spatial development 
frameworks and other planning tools for the relevant munici-
palities take into account the biodiversity and cultural values 
of these areas. The biosphere reserves have protected areas 
as their core and are surrounded by buffer zones in which  
conservation-compatible land use is encouraged and the de-
velopment needs of the area are provided for. 

An issue with the bird species data available for many of 
the Cape Fold Mountain IBAs (including Boland Mountains, 
Cederberg Mountains (SA101), Swartberg (SA106), Lange-
berg (SA113) and Outenqiua Mountains (SA112)) is the lack 
of abundance data for IBA trigger bird species. BirdLife South 
Africa would like to address this gap by initiating monitoring 
projects with CapeNature ecological coordinators and field 
rangers. However, the capacity for rangers to undertake such 
monitoring and for data input varies across IBAs and may not 
be possible at all sites.

Related webpages
www.capenature.co.za/reserves.htm?reserve=Limietberg+Nature+Reserve 
www.capenature.co.za/reserves.htm?reserve=Hottentots+Holland+Nature
+Reserve 
www.kogelbergbiospherereserve.co.za/fauna%2B%2526%2Bflora.html 
www.capeaction.org.za/index.php?C=land&P=4 
www.capeleopard.org.za 
www.kogelbergbiosphere.org.za 
www.capewinelandsbiosphere.co.za 

Further reading
Armstrong et al. (1994); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Cowling (ed.) (1992); 
Geerts et al. (2011a, 2011b); Johns et al. (2012); Le Maitre (1984); 
Paterson-Jones et al. (2006); Rabie (2005); Richardson et al. (1992); 
Van Wilgen et al. (1992). 

site description
Located 20 km south of Matjiesfontein and 20 km south-west 
of Laingsburg, the Anysberg Nature Reserve is situated on the 
western fringe of the Little Karoo in a broad Fynbos–Karoo 
transition zone. It currently covers c. 80 000 ha, making it one 
of the largest reserves in the Western Cape, and is fortunate to 
have nearly doubled in size since the publication of the previ-
ous IBA directory (Barnes 1998).

The reserve lies in part of the Anysberg Mountain Catch-
ment Area, which eventually drains into the Gourits River 
system. Its topography is mainly mountainous, interspersed 
with wide valleys. The southern and northern boundaries are 
formed by the Anysberg (1 622 m a.s.l.) and Suurkloof se Berg 
(1 512 m a.s.l.) ranges respectively. Both ranges extend east 
to west, forming striking natural boundaries. A third, drier 
mountain range, Matjiesgoedberg, dominates the central core 
of the reserve. The most extensive section of karroid plains is 
found to the north of the Matjiesgoedberg, while to the south, 
in a valley between the central range and the southern bound-
ary, is another tract of lowland Karoo scrub. It is through this 
sector that the ephemeral Anys River flows, entering the re-
serve in the west and running east and then south as it passes 
through Prinspoort Gorge. It continues into the Touws River 
and eventually into the Gourits.

The climate is extreme, with temperatures ranging from  
-2 °C on some high-altitude peaks in winter to more than  
46 °C on the plains in summer. Although most of the rain falls 
in winter, substantial summer thundershowers occur in some 
years. The annual rainfall varies from 500 mm on the high 
peaks to an extremely dry 200 mm on the plains.

Two major vegetation types are present: Karoo scrub and 
bush on the plains and lower slopes, and montane fynbos at 
higher altitude. The stark altitudinal variation yields a wide 
diversity of micro-habitats, resulting in a distinct contrast 
between the xeric-adapted dwarf scrub and thornveld on the 
lower plains and the moist Mediterranean fynbos vegetation 
of the mountains. The scrub vegetation of the plains and lower 
escarpment consists primarily of shrubs shorter than 70 cm. 
Members of the Mesembryanthemaceae, which can be very 

local in their distribution, dominate the vegetation. The belts 
of vegetation that line the mostly dry riverbeds are dominated 
by Vachellia (formerly Acacia) karroo and create a network of 
tree veins that stretch throughout the reserve’s plains. As the 
vegetation extends up the mountains, fynbos elements appear, 
including large stands of protea woodland in the wetter areas.

birds
A total of 212 bird species have been recorded in Anysberg by 
field rangers, reserve staff and other birders visiting the area. 
The reserve supports many fynbos and Namib-Karoo biome-
restricted assemblage species as well as numerous other arid-
zone specials. The lowland karroid plains are particularly good 
for Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Karoo Lark Calendulauda 
albescens, Karoo Chat Cercomela schlegelii, Karoo Korhaan Eupo
dotis vigorsii, Karoo Eremomela Eremomela gregalis and Rufous-
eared Warbler Malcorus pectoralis. Martial Eagle Polemaetus 
bellicosus and Black Harrier Circus maurus are sometimes seen 
quartering the plains, where Blue Crane Anthropoides paradi
seus occasionally occurs. Black-headed Canary Serinus alario is 
found whenever there is seeding grass and water.

The belts of riverine Vachellia karroo woodland support 
Namaqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata and provide food, 
shelter and breeding habitat for many species. Layard’s Tit-
Babbler Sylvia layardi and Grey Tit Parus afer are found in 
the thicket and scrub on the slopes. Pale-winged Starling Ony
chognathus nabouroup and Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes 
olivaceus occur in the rocky gorges and kloofs. Other resident 
arid-zone species include Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax 
canorus, Pririt Batis Batis pririt, Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira 
scita, White-throated Canary Crithagra albogularis and occa-
sionally Dusky Sunbird Cinnyris fuscus. Cape Spurfowl Pter
nistis capensis is widespread.

At higher altitudes the vegetation shifts to thicket and eventu-
ally sclerophyllous fynbos, which holds Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus 
capensis, Orange-breasted Sunbird Anthobaphes violacea and 
Cape Siskin Crithagra totta. Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer 
is associated with protea bushes. Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas 
victorini occurs locally in the seeps and adjacent mesic scrub 
while Cape Rockjumper Chaetops frenatus is found on exposed 
rocky slopes at high altitude. The associated cliffs also hold Black 
Stork Ciconia nigra and Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus. Cape  
Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis, Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus 
and Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii have all been recorded 
breeding here. Occasionally, Lesser Kestrels Falco naumanni are 
seen foraging over the reserve.

iba trigger species 
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane, Ludwig’s Bustard, 
Southern Black Korhaan Afrotis afra, Martial Eagle and Black 
Harrier. Regionally threatened species are Verreauxs’ Eagle, 
Karoo Korhaan, Black Stork, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus 
and Cape Rockjumper. Restricted-range and biome-restricted 
species that are common in the IBA are Cape Spurfowl, Cape 
Bulbul and Karoo Chat. Locally common restricted-range or 
biome-restricted species are Karoo Lark, Layard’s Tit-Babbler, 
Karoo Eremomela and Namaqua Warbler, while uncommon 
species in this category are Ludwig’s Bustard, Sickle-winged 
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dassen island
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4i, ii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 740 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
Dassen Island, South Africa’s second largest coastal island, lies  
9 km from the mainland between Saldanha Bay and Cape Town. 
Generally flat or gently sloping, with extensive sandy areas and a 
few patches of exposed rock, it is richly covered with vegetation 
in winter. Several buildings are located in the north-east and 
there is a large manned lighthouse in the south-east. The island 
is partially enclosed by a low solid concrete wall. Hedges of alien 
manitoka Myoporum serratum grow near the buildings.

birds
Its proximity to the mainland, comparative isolation and suit-
able cover enable Dassen Island to offer sanctuary to a variety 
of land and seabirds. The most important resident is African 
Penguin Spheniscus demersus. Numbers stabilised in 1989 
following a 26% decrease during the late 1970s. They have 
been declining ever since, however, and have dropped by al-
most 50% since the publication of the previous IBA directory 
(Barnes 1998). This decline is mirrored across the species’ 
range, emphasising the importance of this IBA, which cur-
rently hosts the largest African Penguin colony in the Western 
Cape (according to the 2012 population census).

Having previously supported 4.6% of the global population 
of African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini, Dassen 
Island now holds almost 8%. The species’ breeding population 
has remained stable over the past 30 years, although the number 
of birds in roosts has increased (Loewenthal 2007). Island popu-
lations of African Black Oystercatcher are mostly free of major 
predation and disturbance events and they fare much better 
than adjacent mainland populations. It has been suggested that 
the islands act as source populations, and the mainland, where 
breeding success is lower, as sink populations.

Dassen Island and iSimangaliso Wetland Park IBA (SA128) 
in KwaZulu-Natal are the only two sites in South Africa that 
support breeding Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus. 
Unlike most pelican populations, the one in the Western Cape 
increased substantially during the 20th century. The numbers 
on Dassen Island’s Boom Point rose from fewer than 100 pairs 
in the mid-1970s to approximately 550 pairs in 1996. The in-
crease in numbers of breeding pelicans has been attributed to 
several factors, including reduced disturbance on the island 
and a rise in the number of coastal waterbodies suitable for 
pelican foraging in the Western Cape. The building of farm 
dams and the dredging of seasonal vleis in the 20th century, 

Chat Cercomela sinuata, Cape Rockjumper, Victorin’s War-
bler, Cape Sugarbird, Cape Siskin, Protea Seedeater Crithagra 
leucoptera, Orange-breasted Sunbird, Pale-winged Starling 
and Black-headed Canary. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The protection status and relative isolation of Anysberg reduce 
the number of threats in the area. The major threat to the avi-
fauna of this IBA, especially to the larger, wide-ranging species, 
comes from the surrounding landscape. Habitat transformation 
and environmental degradation due to different agricultural 
practices reduce the habitat available to wide-ranging species 
such as Ludwig’s Bustard and Martial Eagle. Poisoning is a seri-
ous threat not only to large terrestrial birds and to raptors that 
may scavenge on poisoned carcasses, but also through the in-
creased use of pesticides and insecticides, which accumulate in 
prey and are transferred to birds higher up the food chain. The 
effect of such poisons or pesticides on bustards, cranes, raptors 
and other tertiary consumers in the region is unknown.

Climate change is predicted to lead to reduced precipita-
tion and warmer temperatures for this region. The reduction 
in surface water available to birds could impact directly and 
cause mortality through dehydration, which is also increased 
as birds pant in an attempt to cool down in hot weather. Thus, 
the link between decreased precipitation and warmer temper-
atures can have dangerous implications for birds. 

Conservation action
The land for Anysberg Nature Reserve was purchased by WWF-
SA (formerly the Southern African Nature Foundation). The 

reserve was proclaimed in 1988 and is currently managed by 
CapeNature. The high level of formal legal protection for the re-
serve, and therefore the IBA, ensures it is safe from habitat trans-
formation and associated threats. However, the surrounding ag-
ricultural landscape should be managed appropriately as a buffer 
to the nature reserve and should include farming practices that 
take into account impacts on the environment and biodiversity. 
BirdLife South Africa will have the opportunity to comment on 
the Protected Area Management Plan when a review of it is un-
dertaken, with the aim of ensuring that reserve authorities man-
age the area appropriately for the existing avifauna.

Since the initial IBA designation, Anysberg has expanded 
through agreements with surrounding landowners, and the 
increased land under formal protection provides more habi-
tat for wide-ranging species, including Ludwig’s Bustard and 
Martial Eagle. In certain areas vegetation rehabilitation is un-
der way and regular avifaunal monitoring is conducted. The 
management plan also deals with infrastructure maintenance 
and erosion control to reduce environmental impacts. A fire-
management policy is also in place. The site is currently under 
consideration as a World Heritage Site. 

Related webpage
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/anysbergnaturereserve/ 

Further reading
Allan (1989, 1994b, 1995b); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Burger (1993); Farmer 
et al. (2006); Lloyd (2007); Lombard et al. (1999); Martin R et al. 
(1988); Milton et al. (1994); Pepler (1994a, 1994b); Rust (2000); Scott 
et al. (2000). 

combined with the introduction of exotic carp Cyprinus car
pio to waterbodies, have led to an increased food supply for 
pelicans in the province.

The island also supports healthy breeding populations of 
Crowned Cormorant Phalacrocorax coronatus, Cape Cormo-
rant P. capensis, Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus, Hartlaub’s Gull 
Chroicocephalus hartlaubii and Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii. 
Large numbers of Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres as well 
as other migratory waders visit in summer. Bank Cormorant  
P. neglectus, which used to breed in large numbers, has decreased 
dramatically from about 200 breeding pairs in the 1980s to only 
35 in 2010 (Crawford et al. 2012). Leach’s Storm Petrel Oceano
droma leucorhoa breeds on the island in very small numbers.

The status of the seabird populations that use Dassen Island 
is well known thanks to regular counts by CapeNature and the 
Oceans and Coasts Division of the DEA. There have been se-
vere declines in a number of species and the implementation 
of a 20-km small pelagic fishing closure around the island has 
been proposed to reduce fishing pressure on the fish stocks 
utilised by the seabirds. 

iba trigger species
The globally threatened species in this IBA are African Penguin 
(16 000 individuals and 2 678 breeding pairs), Bank Cormo-
rant (70 breeding pairs), Crowned Cormorant (280 breeding 
pairs), Cape Cormorant (765 breeding pairs) and African Black 
Oystercatcher (280 individuals). Regionally threatened species 
are Great White Pelican (450 breeding pairs) and Leach’s Storm 
Petrel (4–5 breeding pairs). The island also hosts 1% or more 
of the populations of African Penguin, African Black Oyster-
catcher, Kelp Gull (1 739 breeding pairs), Hartlaub’s Gull (1 327 
breeding pairs), Swift Tern (1 477 breeding pairs) and Ruddy 
Turnstone. (Data from the Dassen Island Management Plan 
and Crawford et al. 2012.)

conservation issues 
Threats
The principal threat to the survival of the trigger species for 
this IBA is competition with commercial fisheries for food 
resources, in particular the decrease in abundance of small 
pelagic fish such as sardine Sardinops sagax and anchovy En
graulis capensis. This decrease on the west coast is due in part 
to a shift in sardine and anchovy stocks southward. The rea-
sons for the shift are unclear, but climate change and fishing 
pressure have been implicated. The lack of food availability 
has led directly to declines in seabird numbers on the island. 
This is associated with a larger-scale decline in population 
numbers of different species of marine biodiversity due to 
the fishing industry and its associated impacts. A recommen-
dation has been made that marine reserves with a radius of  
20 km are created around important breeding islands. Com-
mercial fishing should be banned or restricted in these zones.

Many exotic plants have been introduced to the island, as have 
the house mouse Mus musculus, domestic cat Felis catus and Eu-
ropean rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus. In 1998, domestic cats were 
estimated to take some 2 000 African Penguin nestlings each year. 
Cat numbers have been reduced considerably since 1983 and the 
species has now been completely eradicated from the island. 

Other threats directly affecting seabirds include oil and other 
hazardous and noxious substances at sea or washing up on the 
island. African Penguins are particularly susceptible to oiling 
events and a single oil disaster can severely affect populations.

Conservation action
The Dassen Island Nature Reserve was established as a pro-
vincial nature reserve in 1998. The boundaries cover the land 
surface area and extend 500 m seawards from the high-water 
mark. In accordance with the legislative requirements of the 
designation of a nature reserve, a Dassen Island Nature Re-
serve Management Plan has been drafted and received min-
isterial sign-off in June 2013. This plan details all aspects of 
the management of the reserve and potential expansion of the 
marine buffer zone in the near future. 

The conservation activities currently under way include en-
vironmental monitoring, law enforcement and compliance, 
infrastructure maintenance and alien vegetation eradication. 
Research projects have been undertaken to determine the 
extent of a Marine Protected Area or similar exclusion zone 
around the Island and it is hoped that such an extension to the 
protected area will be proclaimed. 

Related webpage
www.capenature.co.za/wpcontent/uploads/2014/05/DassenIsland
NatureReservePAMP.pdf 

Further reading
Adams (1991); Berruti (1986); Branch (1991); Brooke et al. (1986); 
Cooper (1981); Cooper et al. (1983); Cooper et al. (1984); Cooper et al. 
(1986); Cooper et al. (1989); Crawford (1995); Crawford et al. (1978); 
Crawford et al. (1981); Crawford et al. (1982a); Crawford et al. (1982b); 
Crawford et al. (1983); Crawford et al. (1989); Crawford et al. (1990); 
Crawford et al. (1994); Crawford et al. (1995a); Crawford et al. (1995b); 
Crawford et al. (1995c); Crawford et al. (1995d); Crawford et al. (2012); 
Frost et al. (1976); Furness et al. (1982); Hockey (1983); Hockey et al. 
(1981); Loewenthal (2007); Morant et al. (1981); Randall et al. (1980b); 
Saul et al. (2011); Shelton et al. (1982); Siegfried et al. (1982); Summers et 
al. (1977a); Underhill (1992); Williams et al. (1990); Wilson et al. (1988). 
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site description
At approximately 550 ha in extent, Robben Island is South Af-
rica’s largest coastal island. It lies 11 km from Table Bay har-
bour in Cape Town and 7 km from Bloubergstrand, its closest 
point on the mainland. This oval island is 5 km long and 2 km 
wide and rises to 30 m a.s.l. at its highest point. The base rock 
is Malmesbury Shale and it appears to be a mainland frag-
ment exposed through recent uplifting of the subcontinent. 
The island was one of the first areas in South Africa to be 
colonised by European settlers and it has been extensively al-
tered through a long history of human habitation and use. The 
terrestrial vegetation is dominated by exotic Acacia cyclops, 
A. saligna and Myoporum serratum, as well as plantations of 
Pinus pinaster and various Eucalyptus species, which grow in 
dense stands over large areas. These alien trees, in combina-
tion with exotic forbs, create a landscape that is almost com-
pletely transformed from its natural state.

birds
African Penguin Spheniscus demersus re-colonised Robben 
Island in 1983 after an absence of about 180 years. Penguin 
numbers have increased from nine breeding pairs in 1983 to 
2 000 pairs in 1992 and more than 8 000 pairs in 2004, with 

a decline in recent years to a population of c. 1 600 pairs. The 
breeding area was only a few square metres in 1983, but by 
1996 it had extended to more than 55 ha. The birds nest main-
ly under trees or bushes in the north and east of the island.

Robben Island also holds the largest colony of breeding Bank 
Cormorant Phalacrocorax neglectus in South Africa and sig-
nificant populations of Cape Cormorant P. capensis, Crowned 
Cormorant P. coronatus, African Black Oystercatcher Haema
topus moquini, Hartlaub’s Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii and 
Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii. The Swift Tern and Hartlaub’s 
Gull colonies are the most important along the South Afri-
can coastline (B Dyer pers. comm.). Swift Tern numbers in 
particular have increased dramatically at this colony over the 
past decade. This is in stark contrast to many other breeding 
seabird species in South Africa. Research projects are under 
way to ascertain the reasons behind the success of this species. 
A significant number of Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus breeds 
on the island, but it is not high enough for this gull to meet the 
threshold for an IBA congregatory species.

In some years, a large heronry forms in the north-eastern 
section of the island. The alien thickets support Cape Spur-
fowl Pternistis capensis and the only ‘naturalised’ population 
of Chukar Partridge Alectoris chukar in South Africa. The is-
land also hosts a breeding population of feral Indian Peafowl 
Pavo cristatus. 

iba trigger species
The globally threatened species are African Penguin (1  669 
breeding pairs), Crowned Cormorant (74 breeding pairs), Bank 
Cormorant (93 breeding pairs), Cape Cormorant (2 166 breed-
ing pairs) and African Black Oystercatcher (266 individuals). 
The IBA also hosts 1% or more of the population of African Pen-
guin, Cape Cormorant, African Black Oystercatcher, Hartlaub’s 
Gull (average 1 695 and maximum 3 243 individuals) and Swift 
Tern (average 9 311 and maximum 12 986 individuals). (Data 
taken from Makhado et al. 2013 and Sherley et al. 2011.)

conservation issues 
Threats
Historically, Robben Island supported huge numbers of sea-
birds. However, as is the case on all islands off the west coast 
of southern Africa, piscivorus bird species are under pressure 
due to a dramatic decrease in the pelagic fish stocks. This is a 
serious threat to many of the trigger species on Robben Island. 
Competition with commercial fisheries, especially purse-
seining for surface-shoaling fish such as sardine Sardinops 
sagax, has been identified as one of the most significant fac-
tors causing the global population decline of African Penguin. 
Recent research has indicated that the localised protection of 
its food resources may result in improved breeding success 
and survival (R Sherley pers. comm.). However, the African 
Penguin population on Robben Island has been in steady de-
cline since 2004, decreasing c. 10% p.a. 

The high level of human-induced disturbance and activity 
on Robben Island has resulted in several species ceasing to 

breed. Human disturbance in the form of uncontrolled tour-
ism activities and high volumes of tourists and associated 
tourism services is considered to be the major threat affecting 
birds on the island. There are also approximately 50 people 
resident on the island who cause disturbance, particularly 
over weekends when there is little to no law enforcement. This 
threat can be addressed by establishing specific ‘no-go’ areas 
that restrict access and disturbance to breeding birds and by 
putting up signage that alerts the public, both tourists and res-
idents, to the needs of the bird colonies and the biodiversity 
of the island. Visitor numbers are expected to increase in the 
coming years and it is imperative that management actions 
be put in place to reduce the threat associated with increased 
human traffic. 

Vehicular traffic on Robben Island has been known to dis-
turb and kill penguins. Although road-kills caused by tourist 
buses as well as residents do lead to bird mortalities, they do 
not impact on the trigger species in high numbers (estimat-
ed at 5–10 adult African Penguins per year (R Sherley pers. 
comm.). However, the low adult penguin survival rate makes 
it essential to address every threat affecting the species. Poten-
tial mitigation measures such as speed bumps or enforceable 
speed limits should be investigated.

Many introduced species occur on Robben Island, includ-
ing 38 exotic plant species that have considerably modified 
the landscape and occupy a large proportion of it. Introduced 
mammals have also been present, including black rat Rattus 
rattus and domestic cat Felis catus, which feed on birds’ eggs 
and young fledglings. Between 1950 and 1975 several ungulate 
species were intentionally introduced, including eland Tau
rotragus oryx, springbok Antidorcas marsupialis and steenbok 
Raphicerus campestris, as well as Ostrich Struthio camelus and 
European fallow deer Cervus dama. Dedicated programmes 
to eradicate invasive species have had some degree of success. 
However, there is still a small population of feral cats on the 
island and attempts to control them are sporadic. 

A threat that is both unpredictable and difficult to control 
is chronic pollution by crude oil or other pollutants that spill 
into the ocean when tankers break up. African Penguin is par-
ticularly susceptible to such events and a single oil disaster 
can severely affect the local population.

Conservation action
Robben Island is protected as a National Historical Monu-
ment and it received World Heritage Site status in 1998. This 
level of protection, however, is primarily for the historical 
and cultural value of the site, which is famous as the location 
where Nelson Mandela and other political freedom fighters 
were imprisoned during the years of apartheid. A compre-
hensive Integrated Conservation Management Plan has been 
drafted for the period 2013–2018 and guides all environmen-
tal management activities on the island. 

Conservation actions include the control of invasive alien 
fauna and flora and putting in place artificial nests for African 
Penguins to replace nest sites in the alien vegetation that is re-
moved when fire-breaks are created. Fire-breaks are being cut 
in certain areas to reduce the risk of fire to the infrastructure 
and breeding bird colonies. 

In 2012 signage indicating a number of no-go areas was 
put up to limit disturbance to breeding birds. The signs were 
sponsored by BirdLife South Africa and SANCCOB, and their 
procurement and placement was led by a research team from 
UCT and DEA.

Ongoing research and monitoring projects on the seabird 
colonies and African Penguin breeding colony include: study-
ing survival rates by means of transponder tags implanted in the 
penguins, which are read when they pass through an automated 
reader or are scanned at a nest by researchers; testing the effect 
of fishing on penguin foraging behaviour and breeding success 
(the sea around the island was closed to fishing from 2011 to 
2013); and monitoring breeding success and chick condition, 
carried out by the ADU and the Earthwatch programme.

Injured and oiled seabirds found on the island are collected 
and sent for rehabilitation to SANCCOB.

Related webpage
www.robbenisland.org.za/ 

Further reading
Adams (1991); Branch (1991); Brooke et al. (1986); Cooper (1981); Cooper 
et al. (1983); Cooper et al. (1984); Cooper et al. (1986); Cooper et al. 
(1989); Crawford (1995); Crawford et al. (1978); Crawford et al. (1981); 
Crawford et al. (1982a); Crawford et al. (1982b); Crawford et al. (1983); 
Crawford et al. (1989); Crawford et al. (1990); Crawford et al. (1994); 
Crawford et al. (1995a); Crawford et al. (1995c); Crawford et al. (1995d); 
Crawford et al. (2011); De Villiers et al. (2010); Frost et al. (1976); Furness 
et al. (1982); Hockey (1983); Hockey et al. (1981); Kriel et al. (1980); Little 
(1995); Makhado et al. (2013); Morant et al. (1981); Randall RM et al. 
(1980); Shelton et al. (1982); Sherley et al. (2011); Sherley et al. (2012a); 
Sherley et al. (2012b); Sherley et al. (2014a); Sherley et al. (2014b); Siegfried 
(1982); Summers et al. (1977a); Williams et al. (1990); Wilson et al. (1988). 
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site description
Located in the northern sector of the greater Cape Town met-
ropolitan area, this reserve lies between Table View and Mil-
nerton Ridge in the suburb of Milnerton, 10–15 km north-east 
of the city centre. It comprises a fluctuating wetland, which 
floods in winter and partially dries out in summer when 
the estuary mouth narrows, and it contains a range of natu-
ral and semi-natural habitats: shallow marine waters; estua-
rine waters; sand/shingle shore; tidal mudflats; salt marshes; 
coastal brackish lagoons; rivers, streams and creeks; perma-
nent freshwater lakes; and permanent and seasonal freshwa-
ter marshes and pools. Rietvlei is one of the last functioning 
coastal lakes characteristic of, and restricted to, the Western 
Cape. Its major water source is the Diep River, which provides 
a substantial natural water supply. The wetland is a dynamic 
system, characterised by a seasonal cycle of sudden inunda-
tion in winter due to the inflow from the Diep River. This is 
followed by gradual desiccation during spring and summer. 
Most parts of Rietvlei are no more than 2 m deep, although 
the maximum depth is 9 m.

Five distinctive wetland plant communities occur: peren-
nial wetland, reed marsh, sedge marsh, open pans and sedge 

pans. Zooplankton multiply rapidly after winter flooding and 
disappear in summer as the water dries up. The range of salin-
ities in the estuary results in a diverse community of 28 zoo-
plankton species that vary from freshwater to marine types. 
There are more than 84 species of aquatic invertebrates in 
the freshwater section of Rietvlei and 35 species occur in the 
Milnerton Estuary; together they make up a vital food source 
for birds and fish. In the wetland the most abundant fish is 
southern mullet Liza richardsoni, while the estuary acts as a 
nursery ground for white steenbras Lithognathus lithognathus 
and white stumpnose Rhabdosargus globiceps. Much of the 
wetland that surrounded the Diep River estuary in the past 
has been replaced by urban development.

birds
A total of 201 species has been recorded at Rietvlei during 
SABAP2, of which 102 species are waterbirds and 76 are regu-
larly present. Breeding has been confirmed for 23 waterbird 
species and is suspected for a further 13. The high diversity of 
waterbirds is due to the wide range of wetland habitats and the 
proximity of Rietvlei to the ocean, which enables both fresh-
water and coastal species to exploit the system. Fluctuating 
water levels are intrinsic to Rietvlei’s biological value. During 
peak floods, swimming birds of deep open water abound. As 
the water recedes they are replaced by birds of marshy habi-
tats, and just before it dries up large numbers of waders can 
be seen exploiting the shallow mudflats. In a prioritisation of 
South Africa’s estuaries, Rietvlei has been ranked as the sixth 
most important coastal wetland in the country for waterbirds. 
It supports an average of 5 550 birds in summer, but in good 
years the number is boosted to above 15 000.

Threatened and near-threatened species found at Rietvlei 
are Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus, Lesser Flamingo 
Phoeniconaias minor, Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocro
talus, African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, African Black 
Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini and, on rare occasions, 
Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pallidus. At times Riet-
vlei holds globally significant numbers of Great Crested Grebe 
Podiceps cristatus, Cape Shoveler Anas smithii, Pied Avocet 
Recurvirostra avosetta, Hartlaub’s Gull Chroicocephalus hart
laubii and Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus. It also holds large 
numbers of Yellow-billed Duck Anas undulata, Red-knobbed 
Coot Fulica cristata, Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea, 
Little Stint C. minuta, Ruff Philomachus pugnax, Kittlitz’s Plo-
ver Charadrius pecuarius, Caspian Tern Sterna caspia, Swift 
Tern Thalasseus bergii and White-winged Tern Chlidonias leu
copterus, although these species do not reach IBA thresholds. 
It is locally significant for Marsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis. 
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus occasionally hunts waders 
at the wetland.

Compared with the numbers published in Barnes (1998), 
there is an alarming decline for several of the congrega-
tory waterbirds, notably Curlew Sandpiper, Kittlitz’s Plover, 
Yellow-billed Duck and Hartlaub’s Gull. Kelp Gulls have in-
creased in number since the Barnes (1998) publication. It is 

suggested that the City of Cape Town and assistants conduct-
ing CWACs be informed of the trigger species for this IBA so 
that appropriate monitoring may begin, or that these species 
be focused on during CWACs so that accurate numbers can 
be established.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Black Oystercatcher 
and Lesser Flamingo, and regionally threatened species are 
Greater Flamingo, Great White Pelican, Caspian Tern, African 
Marsh Harrier and Lanner Falcon. Biome-restricted species 
that are common in the IBA include Cape Spurfowl Pternistis 
capensis and Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis. Species that 
meet the 1% or more congregatory criteria are Great Crested 
Grebe (maximum 52 individuals), Cape Shoveler (maximum 
422 individuals), Pied Avocet (maximum 456 individuals), 
Kelp Gull (maximum 1 019 individuals) and Hartlaub’s Gull 
(maximum 541 individuals). Yellow-billed Duck (maximum 
391 individuals), Kittlitz’s Plover (maximum 107 individuals) 
and Curlew Sandpiper (maximum 1 061 individuals) meet the 
criteria for the 0.5% or more congregatory threshold. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The most obvious and dramatic human-induced modification 
at Rietvlei was the dredging of the entire north-western sec-
tion between 1974 and 1976. The dredged material was taken 
to Cape Town harbour for construction purposes. Sea water was 
pumped into the pans to facilitate the operation and a large area 
was dredged to a depth of 9 m. The ecological consequences 

were profound and irreversible: Rietvlei swapped a sizeable por-
tion of its shallow ephemeral pans for a permanent deep-water 
lake, which resulted in a total change in ecological character for 
this part of the system.

The principal threats affecting the wetland and estuarine 
system stem from the surrounding urban development ma-
trix. Water quality and quantity are a major concern. In terms 
of the latter, water abstraction is particularly prevalent in the 
upper catchment of the Diep River. Changes in water-flow dy-
namics, particularly those caused by abstraction, may lead to 
increased salt intrusion into an estuary. In the case of the Diep 
River estuary, however, the opposite is true. An increasingly 
urban environment has led a once-seasonal freshwater flow 
to become more sustained throughout the year and salt-water 
intrusion has consequently decreased. Changes in salinity 
lead to changes in the structure of the invertebrate commu-
nity, thus altering the availability of food sources for birds.

Water quality is a linked issue, and here the change is most-
ly negative as a result of increased nutrient loading. The Riet-
vlei wetlands and Diep River receive pollution from nearby 
industrial areas, where storm-water run-off carries industrial 
and residential pollutants into the river. Other threats to the 
wetland include siltation, which results from erosion, and 
pollution and eutrophication from fertilisers, pesticides, sew-
age, storm-water run-off and livestock manure. Petroleum 
factories and suburban areas at the edge of the system also 
pose problems. The Potsdam waste-water treatment works 
and the lack of adequate sanitation in the Dunoon, Joe Slovo 
and Phoenix areas lead to increased nutrients flowing into 
the wetlands. Recent upgrades to the waste-water treatment 
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works have reduced this threat, although the run-off of raw 
sewage from the nearby settlements can increase nutrient 
levels. Increased nutrients have led to rapid reed growth and 
changes to the plant and invertebrate communities.

Soil erosion and sediment run-off from agricultural prac-
tices in the Diep River catchment add to the problem of reed 
growth by providing a shallow substrate for the reeds. Dense 
reedbeds then further slow water movement, which leads to 
sediment deposition. Increased sediments support further 
growth, thus creating a positive feedback mechanism. Agri-
cultural activities also lead to increased nutrient run-off from 
fertilisers, which adds to the eutrophication of the system. 

Recreational activities can disturb birds and other fauna, but 
the restriction of activities to certain areas within the wetland 
reduces any negative impact. The perceived value of nature 
reserves that provide recreational space for local communi-
ties is relatively high, and urban nature reserves in particular 
must be seen to be relevant and beneficial to the local people 
and government if competing land uses are to be prevented 
from taking their place. Space for recreational activities is 
the major value that local residents derive and it must be bal-
anced against the biodiversity needs of any given site. This is 
particularly true for Rietvlei Wetland, where several different 
recreational activities compete for space. Any recreational use 
of the reserve must be sustainable in that it is consistent with 
environmental conservation.  

Invasive alien vegetation, including water hyacinth Eich
hornia crassipes, pampas grass Cortaderia selloana, Paspalum 
species and Acacia species, are present in the IBA. The City 
of Cape Town is conducting alien vegetation eradication pro-
grammes that will reduce the encroachment of these species 
over time. In an urban wetland such as this, an additional 
threat comes from kikuyu grass Pennisetum clandestinum, 
which invades from nearby gardens. There are also control 

programmes in place for this species. Increasing coverage by 
Typha capensis and Phragmites australis in the wetland, result-
ing from increased sediments and nutrients as well as reduced 
salinity, lessens the extent of mud-flat habitat essential for 
many of the IBA trigger species.

Conservation action
Rietvlei was declared a Nature Area in August 1984 and a 
management committee was appointed the following year. In 
1989 the area was upgraded to a Protected Natural Environ-
ment. Caltex provided funds to Milnerton municipality for 
the express purpose of establishing a nature reserve and most 
of the Rietvlei Protected Natural Area, specifically the parts 
previously owned by Milnerton Estates and Transnet, was 
purchased in a deal brokered by WWF-South Africa. Owner-
ship was transferred to Milnerton municipality and the area 
known as the Rietvlei Wetlands Reserve was established on 
27 July 1993. Subsequently the management of the site was 
taken over by the Cape Town City Council and various nature 
reserve fragments were consolidated to form the Table Bay 
Nature Reserve, which includes the Rietvlei Wetlands IBA. 
This area is awaiting proclamation as a nature reserve under 
NEM:PAA and will then be formally protected by legislation. 

An integrated reserve management plan prepared in 2011 
addresses all aspects of the ecology and infrastructure of the 
area. The Diep Estuary management plan is also being imple-
mented. Bird counts and other biodiversity monitoring are in 
place, alien vegetation eradication programmes are operating 
and opportunities for the rehabilitation of some areas are be-
ing investigated. 

Current conservation activities include law enforcement; 
the maintenance of infrastructure such as bird hides, path-
ways and boardwalks; the eradication of both woody and 
weedy alien vegetation; and fire management. The reserve 
employs enough full-time staff to handle these duties, under-
take research projects and train interns. The training aims to 
fulfil the requirements for a diploma and is thus helping to 
develop future conservation biologists. 

Additional conservation measures are intended to protect 
waterbird populations from disturbance. They include clos-
ing the southern section of the lake to boating and prohib-
iting angling in most of the wetland, which also lessens the 
likelihood of birds being injured or killed by fishing line and 
hooks. Fencing the reserve and the establishment of a formal 
trail system, regulated by means of signage, will help to miti-
gate disturbance caused by people walking their dogs.

Related webpage
www.capetown.gov.za/en/EnvironmentalResourceManagement/Pages/
NatureReserveTableBay.aspx 

Further reading
Allan (1993b, 1995c, 1996a); Allan et al. (1996); Barnes (ed.) (1998); Bates 
et al. (eds) (2014); Branch (ed.) (1988); Cooper et al. (1976); CSIR (1994); 
Grindley et al. (1988); Kalejta et al. (1993); Kalejta-Summers et al. (in 
press a); Rowlands (1983); Ryan et al. (1988); Scott (1954); Summers et 
al. (1976); Summers et al. (1977b); Turpie (1995); Underhill et al. (1984); 
Winterbottom (1960, 1968c). 

site description
The Outeniqua Mountains run parallel to the Swartberg range 
in an east–west direction and are separated from it by the Lit-
tle Karoo. Together with the Tsitsikamma Mountains, these 
ranges dominate the landscape at the junction of the Western 
Cape and Eastern Cape provinces. South of the Outeniquas, 
deeply incised remnants of a peneplain, or marine terrace, 
form the coastal plain. The Outeniqua Mountains comprise  
mostly Table Mountain Sandstone. They rise from the coastal 
plain north of Mossel Bay and extend some 100 km eastward 
before dropping into the valley of the Keurbooms River, which 
enters the ocean at Plettenberg Bay. The southern slopes are 
gentle and ascend to a series of peaks, whereas the northern 
slopes are steep and drop sharply into the Little Karoo. In the 
west, Ruitersberg (1 363 m a.s.l.), Engelberg (1 521 m a.s.l.) 
and Saagtandberg (1 374 m a.s.l.) dominate the range, while 
in the east Stormberg (1 489 m a.s.l.), Hoëberg (1 423 m a.s.l.) 
and Spitskop (1 453 m a.s.l.) are the highest peaks. The Little 
Karoo forms a broad, low-lying valley north of the Outeni-
quas that is interrupted by the Rooiberg, Kammanasie and 
ultimately the Swartberg ranges to the north.

The area receives year-round rainfall in the form of cyclonic 
and orographic showers and occasional thunderstorms. The 
amount varies from 1 100 mm p.a. on the high peaks to about 
400 mm p.a. on the plains. Snow falls annually and can lie 
for extended periods. Although temperatures on the highest 
peaks fall below zero in winter, most of the mountains experi-
ence a mild climate, showing a clear maritime influence, with 
temperatures ranging from 8 °C near the base of the moun-
tains in winter to 34 °C on the plains in summer. The Little 
Karoo to the north is arid because it lies in the rain-shadow 
of the Outeniquas.

The stark variations in altitude and conditions yield a wide 
diversity of habitats, resulting in distinct contrasts between 
the moist, high-altitude montane fynbos; the karroid and 
renosterveld shrubland on the northern slopes, where low 
rainfall promotes non-fynbos scrub; and the Afro-temperate 

forest on the mesic south-facing slopes. The arid scrub veg-
etation that covers much of the Little Karoo plains and lower 
escarpment to the north of the Outeniquas is characterised by 
shrubs that are seldom higher than 70 cm. The Afro-temperate  
forest patches found in deep and secluded mesic gorges on the 
southern slopes are dominated by trees. 

Rivers that flow down the southern slopes of the Outeni-
quas onto the coastal plain support a wide array of wetlands, 
including those between Wilderness and Knysna. Principal 
among these is the Wilderness–Sedgefield Lakes Complex 
IBA (SA114), a Ramsar site, and Knysna Lagoon. Other wet-
land systems are centred on the Hartenbos, Klein Brak, Groot 
Brak, Noetzi, Goukamma and Keurbooms rivers and their as-
sociated estuaries, which all provide habitat for birds. 

birds
The IBA is extremely rich in fynbos, forest and arid-zone 
birds and supports a host of restricted-range and biome- 
restricted assemblage species. A total of 277 species have been 
recorded for this area during SABAP2. At high altitudes the 
sclerophyllous fynbos holds Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capen
sis, Orange-breasted Sunbird Anthobaphes violacea and 
Cape Siskin Crithagra totta. Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer 
and Protea Seedeater Crithagra leucoptera breed and forage 
in large stands of proteas. Low, dense restioid thicket holds 
Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis and Hottentot Buttonquail 
Turnix hottentottus. Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini is 
locally common in the seeps and neighbouring mesic fyn-
bos, while Cape Rockjumper Chaetops frenatus and Ground 
Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus occur on exposed rocky 
slopes, mainly above 1 000 m a.s.l. The cliffs hold Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra, Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus, Cape Eagle-
Owl Bubo capensis, Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus and 
Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, and Long-crested Eagle 
Lophaetus occipitalis also occurs. 

The lowland Little Karoo plains north of the range are par-
ticularly good for Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii, Karoo 
Chat Cercomela schlegelii and Rufous-eared Warbler Malcorus 
pectoralis. Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Black Harrier 
Circus maurus and Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni are occa-
sionally encountered. Black-headed Canary Serinus alario 
occurs whenever there is an abundance of seeding grass and 
water. The thicket and scrub on the slopes support Layard’s 
Tit-Babbler Sylvia layardi and Grey Tit Parus afer. Pale-
winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup occurs at very 
low densities in the northern foothills of the Outeniquas and 
in rocky gorges and kloofs of the Little Karoo. Other arid- 
zone species occurring at the base of the mountain range  
include Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax canorus, Fairy Fly-
catcher Stenostira scita and White-throated Canary Crithagra 
albogularis. Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis is widespread 
in the fynbos and Little Karoo scrub on the northern slopes.

The isolated forest patches on the southern slopes of the 
Outeniquas hold several forest endemics, including Forest 
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Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, 
Knysna Woodpecker Campethera notata, Olive Bush-Shrike 
Chlorophoneus olivaceus, Chorister Robin-Chat Cossypha di
chroa, Knysna Warbler Bradypterus sylvaticus and Forest Ca-
nary Crithagra scotops. Other species of the forest are Narina 
Trogon Apaloderma narina and Crowned Eagle Stephanoae
tus coronatus.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane Anthropoides par
adiseus, Ludwig’s Bustard Neotis ludwigii, Denham’s Bustard 
N. denhami, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Martial 
Eagle, Crowned Eagle, Black Harrier, Hottentot Buttonquail, 
Knysna Woodpecker and Knysna Warbler. Regionally threat-
ened species are Black Stork, Verreauxs’ Eagle, African Marsh 
Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, 
Cape Rockjumper and Striped Flufftail. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are 
common in the IBA include Cape Bulbul, Cape Sugarbird, 
Orange-breasted Sunbird, Forest Buzzard, Knysna Turaco, 
Knysna Woodpecker and Forest Canary. Species that are lo-
cally common include Cape Siskin, Victorin’s Warbler, Cape 
Spurfowl, Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus 
ruficapilla, Olive Bush-Shrike, Black-bellied Starling No
topholia corrusca, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis and 
Chorister Robin-Chat. Uncommon species include Protea 
Seedeater, Cape Rockjumper, Hottentot Buttonquail, Striped 
Flufftail, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina caesia, Knysna War-
bler, White-starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Karoo Chat 
and Black-headed Canary.

conservation issues 
Threats
In areas of this IBA where the land is owned and managed by 
State nature conservation authorities, threats to habitats and 
species are limited. However, the land controlled by DAFF 
is leased to forestry companies (currently to Mountains to 
Oceans), whose primary objective is afforestation for financial 
gain. The active planting of alien vegetation for forestry is not 
compatible with conservation. Access to much of the rest of 
the IBA is restricted because sections of it are privately owned. 

Nevertheless, there are threats that are prevalent across 
the site and affect both the northern and southern slopes of 
this mountain IBA to some degree. Agricultural activities 
include cattle and dairy farming, primarily on the southern 
slopes; and ostrich, cattle, sheep and hops farming, primar-
ily on the northern slopes, along with some fruit farming. 
Although these activities transform land and reduce natural 
vegetation habitat for birds, the transformation occurs mostly 
in the foothills and can provide habitat for species that are 
adapted to agricultural landscapes, such as Blue Crane. The 
rugged terrain and inaccessibility of the mountains have pre-
vented agriculture and other development from encroaching 
into the high-altitude environments that support many of 
the IBA trigger species. The usual suite of threats associated 
with agricultural landscapes – land transformation, fertiliser 
and pollutant run-off into waterbodies, abstraction of water 
from natural systems and pesticide drift – do occur, but have 

a greater impact on the lowlands adjacent to the IBA than on 
the mountain habitats. 

Habitat quality is under threat from illegal activities such 
as the harvesting of plants for commercial purposes and the 
debarking of forest tree species for traditional medicine. Trig-
ger species may be directly impacted by the capture of birds 
in mist-nests for the pet trade and the use of poisons and gin 
traps on surrounding farmlands. There are game farms along 
the border of the IBA and they may either improve or degrade 
habitat for birds and biodiversity, depending on how they are 
managed. 

Alien vegetation, whether in formal plantations or seeded 
from these plantations, is a major threat to the IBA. It grows 
on both slopes of the mountain range, with denser stands  
occurring on the southern slopes. Without management or 
control, the density of this growth increases, as can be seen in 
the movement of alien plants over the top of the mountains 
onto the northern slopes. Pine plantations and stands of alien 
vegetation reduce the extent of Fynbos and Southern Afro-
temperate Forest habitats in the area, thus decreasing the hab-
itat available for birds. They support little to no indigenous 
bird diversity themselves. 

Conservation action
The major part of this mountain range was previously pro-
tected as the Outeniqua Mountain Catchment Area, which 
was established in 1970 and comprised 158 515 ha (72 300 ha  
of demarcated State forest, 461 ha of undemarcated State  
forest and 85 754 ha of proposed mountain catchment area). 
Now different sections of the IBA are under the jurisdiction 
of a number of government agencies, namely DAFF, Cape- 
Nature (the Witfontein and Ruitersbos sections of the Outeni-
qua Nature Reserve) and SANParks (the Wilderness section 
of the Garden Route National Park). 

Each agency works to a clear management plan for the en-
vironment, with identifiable objectives and detailed annual 
plans of operation. In areas under their jurisdiction, SAN-
Parks and CapeNature are undertaking projects to clear alien 
vegetation and to manage fire, in particular to reduce fire fre-
quency when it exceeds natural limits. The extent of protected 
areas in the IBA is being expanded, largely by decommission-
ing existing State forests, and CapeNature and SANParks have 
been identified as the organisations that will take over the 
management of this land. Land purchases, land management 
MoUs and stewardship programmes may be used to expand 
the protected areas further. 

The Garden Route Initiative seeks to bring together all the 
relevant stakeholders involved in conservation in this area 
and is currently completing the formal process to register it 
as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. The consequent coopera-
tion and communication among stakeholders is helping to 
improve the effectiveness of conservation actions at a land-
scape scale.  

Related webpages
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/outeniquanaturereserve/ 
www.sanparks.org/parks/garden_route/ 

site description
One of several mountain ranges that trend east–west in the 
Western Cape, the Langeberg stretches c. 170 km from the 
Gourits River in the east to the town of Montagu in the west. It 
consists of sediments of the Table Mountain Sandstone group 
and occasionally the Malmesbury group. South of the range, 
the Agulhas Plain and Overberg wheat-belt stretch towards 
the coast. To the north lie the open plains of the Little Karoo.

The area can be divided into three distinct sectors: Mar-
loth Nature Reserve; the Boosmansbos Wilderness Area; 
and the Bergfontein–Rooiwaterspruit–Phesantefontein area, 
which includes Garcia State Forest. Marloth Nature Reserve 
is situated in the west of the mountain catchment area, above 
Swellendam. The south-facing slopes above the town are steep 
and rise rapidly to form the ‘clock’ peaks, although in places 
the steepness is interrupted by expanses of flat plateau. On 
the northern slopes, the Boskloof Valley and Hermitage Kloof 
rise steeply to form Hermitage Peak (1 154 m a.s.l.) and Goed-
geloof Peak (1 710 m a.s.l.), the latter being the highest point 
in the Langeberg range. To the east, Goedgeloof Ridge lies ad-
jacent to the Little Karoo. The topography towards the Nooit-
gedacht River is dominated by a series of peaks: Kruispad  
(1 365 m a.s.l.), Leeurivierberg (1 628 m a.s.l.), Middelrivier-
berg (1 405 m a.s.l.) and Klipspringerkop (1 127 m a.s.l.).  
Numerous streams drain these mountains, flowing into many 
of the Western Cape’s primary river systems and supplying 
the Agulhas Plain and Overberg wheat-belt with water. The 
plateau-like southern slopes at the foot of the Langeberg are 
deeply incised by various rivers.

Boosmansbos Wilderness Area, near Heidelberg, is more or 
less centrally situated in the southern Langeberg. Grootberg 
(1 627 m a.s.l.) is its highest peak. Fault valleys occur at higher 
elevations, and to the north a series of sandstone ridges inter-
spersed with shallow valleys gives way to a mesa-like plateau of 
gravel and sandstone conglomerates. The south-facing slopes 
above Bergfontein are not as steep as those further west. A 
prominent, isolated low ridge known as the Koksposberg runs 

along the front of the mountain. This hill and others similar to 
it range in altitude from 457 to 727 m a.s.l. There are no deeply 
incised inter-montane valleys and the topography is relatively 
flat in comparison to that of the western Langeberg.

In Garcia Forest Reserve, west of Garcia’s Pass, the Pen-
insula Formation Sandstone forms some impressive peaks. 
Sleeping Beauty (1 343 m a.s.l.), Korinteberg (1 330 m a.s.l.), 
Stinkhoutbos (1 341 m a.s.l.) and Phesanteberg (1 330 m a.s.l.) 
are the tallest peaks in this region. Numerous watercourses 
dissect the sandstone slopes. To the north of the Langeberg, 
the mesic sandstone ridge gives way to arid sandstone slopes, 
which in turn make contact with the Bokkeveld Shale of the 
Little Karoo.

The Langeberg falls in the transition zone between year-
round and winter-rainfall areas. In summer, the mountains 
trap onshore, moisture-laden, south-easterly winds and oro-
graphic rain falls. In winter, the prevailing north-westerly 
and south-westerly winds bring rain that is associated with 
sub-Antarctic cold fronts. Although micro-climates signifi-
cantly affect local rainfall, in general the lower slopes receive 
about 600 mm and the upper slopes and high peaks receive 
approximately 1 400 mm of rain p.a., falling mostly in spring 
and autumn. Snow and mist occur annually. Temperatures are 
moderate and range between 2.9 °C in winter and 30 °C in 
summer.

The mesic mountain fynbos is dominated by a multitude of 
communities, the primary constituents of which are plants of 
the Proteaceae, Ericaceae and Restionaceae families. Patches 
of Afro-temperate forest occur in deep, secluded valleys on 
the southern slopes of the range, while the northern slopes 
host karroid scrub. 

birds 
The Langeberg and surrounding plains hold a remarkable num-
ber of avian habitats that support many restricted-range and 
biome-restricted assemblage species. A total of 206 bird species 
has been recorded for this IBA during SABAP2. All the Cape 
Fynbos EBA restricted-range and biome-restricted assemblage 
species may be found in the mountains, while several South  
African Forest restricted-range species occur in the patches 
of forest. Where the northern foothills grade into Little Karoo 
plains, a number of Namib-Karoo biome-restricted assemblage 
species are found.

In the fynbos, Orange-breasted Sunbird Anthobaphes vio
lacea is widespread in ericas, whereas Cape Sugarbird Prome
rops cafer is mostly restricted to the proteoid elements. Cape 
Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis 
and Cape Siskin Crithagra totta are widespread, while Vic-
torin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini is localised and restricted 
to moist seeps in hilly areas. Cape Rockjumper Chaetops 
frenatus and Ground Woodpecker Geocolaptes olivaceus are 
common on most rocky slopes above 1 000 m a.s.l. In low 
fynbos scrub both Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix hottentottus 
and Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis are found. Red-necked 
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Spurfowl Pternistis afer also occurs in the east of this IBA. 
The mountain peaks and associated cliffs hold Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra, Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, Verreauxs’ 
Eagle Aquila verreauxii, Cape Eagle-Owl Bubo capensis and 
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus. Martial Eagle Polemaetus 
bellicosus is a rare, yet widespread resident in the Langeberg.

The isolated forest patches in the range hold several forest 
endemics, including Forest Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna 
Woodpecker Campethera notata, Knysna Warbler Brady
pterus sylvaticus and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. Other 
forest species, some of which are at the western limit of their 
distribution, include Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus oliva
ceus, Narina Trogon Apaloderma narina and Crowned Eagle 
Stephanoaetus coronatus.

The Little Karoo plains and the foothills of the north- 
facing Langeberg hold Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii, 
Karoo Lark Calendulauda albescens, Sickle-winged Chat Cer
comela sinuata, Karoo Chat C. schlegelii and Rufous-eared 
Warbler Malcorus pectoralis. Black-headed Canary Serinus 
alario occurs when seeding grass and water are available. The 
northern slopes also support Layard’s Tit-Babbler Sylvia layar
di and Grey Tit Parus afer. African Rock Pipit Anthus crena
tus, Pale-winged Starling Onychognathus nabouroup and the 
secretive and localised Cinnamon-breasted Warbler Euryptila 
subcinnamomea occur in rocky gorges and kloofs. Other arid- 
zone species occurring in the Little Karoo portion of the 
IBA include Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax canorus, Pririt  
Batis Batis pririt, Fairy Flycatcher Stenostira scita and White-
throated Canary Crithagra albogularis.

The agricultural wheat-growing belt to the south, which 
nestles up against the Langeberg slopes, holds populations 
of Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard  

Neotis denhami, Southern Black Korhaan Afrotis afra, Black 
Harrier Circus maurus, Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius 
and White Stork Ciconia ciconia. All these species regularly 
forage in the modified agricultural matrix of the Langeberg.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Blue Crane, Denham’s Bus-
tard, Martial Eagle, Black Harrier, Hottentot Buttonquail, 
Knysna Woodpecker and Knysna Warbler. Regionally threat-
ened species are Verreauxs’ Eagle, Karoo Korhaan, African 
Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmic
us, Black Stork, Cape Rockjumper and Striped Flufftail. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are 
common in specific habitats include Cape Spurfowl, Cape 
Sugarbird, Cape Bulbul, Orange-breasted Sunbird, Cape Sis-
kin, Victorin’s Warbler, Forest Buzzard, Forest Canary, Olive 
Bush-Shrike, Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis, Knysna 
Woodpecker, Knysna Warbler, Grey Cuckooshrike Coracina 
caesia and Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus 
ruficapilla. Uncommon species in this category include Cape 
Rockjumper, Striped Flufftail, Hottentot Buttonquail, Protea 
Seedeater Crithagra leucoptera, Karoo Chat, Karoo Lark, Na-
maqua Warbler Phragmacia substriata, Pale-winged Starling, 
Black-headed Canary and Layard’s Tit-Babbler. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The land ownership of this IBA is mixed, comprising large 
CapeNature provincial nature reserves (Marloth and Groot-
vadersbosch and Boosmansbos Wilderness Area) and pri-
vately owned mountain catchment land. Historically the 
largest areas conserved in the Cape Floral Kingdom were 

placed under the jurisdiction of DWAF in order to protect 
water catchment areas. When it was shown in the early 1960s 
that the annual run-off from mature forest plantations was 
50–100% less than that of neighbouring natural fynbos vege-
tation, land was acquired rapidly during that decade and  
afforestation was strictly controlled under the Mountain 
Catchment Areas Act of 1970 to protect South Africa’s dwin-
dling water supply. Within this region, the Langeberg West 
(77 096 ha) and Langeberg East (71 300 ha) Mountain Catch-
ment Areas were declared. 

The major threats to this IBA are associated with the for-
estry plantations and comprise invasive alien vegetation (es-
pecially pine Pinus pinaster), increased fire risk and habitat 
transformation. Alien vegetation burns more frequently than 
fynbos and at higher temperatures, so fires on alien-infested 
land burn more often and more intensely, and potentially in 
the incorrect season. Alterations to the fire regime are one of 
the most significant threats to this IBA, as they can lead to 
a loss of certain plant species from the IBA’s vegetation. It is 
difficult to quantify the impact of changes in the composition 
and quality of habitats resulting from fire, but they do reduce 
food availability and overall habitat quality for some trigger 
species. Invasive alien species include pine trees, which were 
and still are planted for timber, and Eucalyptus and Hakea 
species, as well as Port Jackson Acacia saligna, black wattle  
A. mearnsii and Australian blackwood A. melanoxylon. Bug-
weed Solanum mauritianum, which is dispersed widely by Af-
rican Olive Pigeon Columba arquatrix, and American bramble 
Rubus cuneiforme are emerging as additional invasive species. 
Alien vegetation can invade and transform indigenous fynbos 
habitat, leading to a reduction in its extent and/or quality. The 
importance of these mountains for both water management 
and biodiversity conservation cannot be over-emphasised. 
The Langeberg is the source of many of the freshwater sys-
tems in the southern Cape, including those of the Gourits and 
Duiwenhoks rivers, and forms the major part of the Vetrivier, 
Kruisrivier, Goukou and Breërivier catchments. It would be 
desirable to link the three formally protected areas within the 
IBA via corridors.

Agricultural land is expanding up the slopes of the moun-
tain ranges; as temperatures increase and space for planting 
diminishes, some crops, such as honeybush tea, are planted 
higher up slopes, transforming the natural habitat. There are 
minor development pressures on the mountain land, such as 
ecotourism, 4x4 routes or adventure sports courses, but they 
are not of a large enough scale to transform habitat. They do, 
however, reduce the extent of pristine habitat in the buffer 
zones and at the margins of the IBA. An additional issue is 
the lack of accurate data on the numbers of certain trigger 
bird species. This is the case for all the Cape Fold Mountains 
IBAs and it is suggested that a monitoring programme could 
be instituted with CapeNature to bridge this information gap.

Conservation action
In 1928 the 129-ha Marloth Nature Reserve was set aside be-
hind Swellendam for the local residents. In 1981, in accor-
dance with the policy of the former DFEC to extend reserves 
for more effective management, the reserve was enlarged to 

more than 11 000 ha. Further east, Boosmansbos Wilderness 
Area (14 200 ha), which forms part of the Grootvadersbosch 
State Forest, was proclaimed in 1978. Similarly, Garcia State 
Forest (12 000 ha) is managed principally to protect the wa-
ter catchment area. These areas are now under the ownership 
and management of CapeNature and are declared provincial 
nature reserves, mountain catchment areas (private and State-
owned) and old State forest reserves.

The provincial CapeNature reserves (Marloth Nature Reserve, 
Grootvadersbosch Nature Reserve and Boosmansbos Wilder-
ness Area) have complex management plans and the resources 
to implement them, so the conservation actions at these sites are 
comprehensive. However, the responsibility for the mountain 
catchment and State forest areas is uncertain and thus little or 
no direct management occurs. The conservation actions on pri-
vate land vary widely from landowner to landowner, depending 
on their attitude towards nature conservation and to what extent 
they need the land to provide income. 

The CapeNature management plans cover all aspects of the 
management of the nature reserves, and even buffer areas 
around certain sites. However these reserves do not constitute 
the entire IBA and a lack of management planning and imple-
mentation at sites adjacent to the reserves is a threat to the fu-
ture of this IBA. CapeNature management plans are currently 
being revised and processed in accordance with NEM:PAA 
and will ultimately be signed off by the relevant ministers. 
The plans detail the implementation of a number of differ-
ent activities, including the eradication and control of alien 
vegetation, fire-fighting and fire prevention protocols, the 
prevention of soil erosion, the maintenance of trails and other 
infrastructure, law enforcement and biodiversity monitoring. 

Related webpages
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/grootvadersboschnaturereserve/ 
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/boosmansboswildernessarea/ 
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/marlothnaturereserve/ 

Further reading
Armstrong et al. (1995); Cowling (ed.) (1992); McDonnald (1993a, 1993b, 
1993c, 1995);  Richardson et al. (1992); Van Wilgen et al. (1992). 
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site description
The Wilderness–Sedgefield Lakes Complex incorporates the 
Wilderness Section of the Garden Route National Park and the 
CapeNature Goukamma Nature Reserve along the coast east of 
Wilderness. In the north, it is bounded by a series of steeply ris-
ing slopes that represent the remains of ancient sea cliffs; to the 
south, it is cut off from oceanic influences by high, consolidated 
sand dunes. Overall, it lies below the 5-m a.s.l. contour. 

The complex is made up of three discrete lake systems. From 
west to east, the first is the Wilderness system, which forms 
part of the flat Touw River floodplain and consists of a natu-
ral channel, the Serpentine, that links the Touw River and its 
estuary to Eilandvlei, near the town of Wilderness. Another 
channel runs between Eilandvlei and two other lakes, Lang-
vlei and Rondevlei. The central system consists of a large lake, 
Swartvlei, which is usually connected to the sea by the Swart-
vlei Estuary near Sedgefield. Whenever this connection is pe-
riodically closed by long-shore drift, a lagoon dominated by 
fresh water forms. When the connection re-opens, the char-
acter of the Swartvlei system is transformed and it becomes 
flooded with sea water (35 parts per thousand), resulting in a 
dramatic freshwater–seawater gradient that can persist even 
after the estuary mouth closes again. The third system is a 
single landlocked lake known as Groenvlei, which does not 
have a connection to the sea. Collectively, these systems are 
the only warm-temperate coastal lakes in South Africa.

The lakes consist of a deep central area (pelagic zone), where 
the surface water is clear and open, bordered by a shallow area 
(littoral zone) of varying width. Fringing beds of semi-aquatic 
emergent macrophytes, such as Phragmites australis and Scir
pus species, grow in the littoral zone. When water levels are 
low, exposed sand flats or mudflats appear at the edge of most 
of the waterbody. The lakes support a diverse community of 
estuarine macro-invertebrates and fish, which influence the 
biotic character of the area. The submerged macrophyte com-
munity, which grows in the lakes, channels and estuaries, 

provides foraging for a diversity of waterbirds, including her-
bivorous species and those that feed on the invertebrates in 
the submerged macrophytes. Variations in salinity, turbidity, 
water depth and the biomass of submerged macrophytes all 
interact in complex ways to influence the suitability of the 
lakes complex’s habitats for waterbirds, with different condi-
tions favouring different suites of species.

Recent research undertaken by SANParks indicates that 
waders, cormorants and gulls tend to prefer shallow water-
bodies with high salinity, whereas ducks and grebes are more 
abundant in deeper waterbodies where the salinity level is 
lower. In addition, a stable water level increases the suitability 
of the habitat for herbivorous species, whereas fewer open pe-
riods in the estuary make the habitat less suitable for waders. 
These complex interactions therefore favour different suites of 
species periodically, but in the long term they support a high 
diversity of waterbirds.

The terrestrial vegetation in the Wilderness Section of the 
Garden Route National Park and the Goukamma Nature 
Reserve is mostly made up of fynbos and coastal plant spe-
cies, with small remnants of forest habitat in some areas. The 
well-drained, sandy, floodplain soils support typical coastal 
maccia or fynbos. Towards the coast, true forest trees become 
scarce and dune forest elements, together with smaller shrubs, 
dominate. A 38-km stretch of coastline, including a series of 
high undulating coastal sand dunes, is protected within the 
national park and the neighbouring Goukamma Nature Re-
serve. Dune fynbos, including small-leaved and broad-leaved 
shrubs, grows in the latter. 

birds
The Wilderness–Sedgefield Lakes Complex supports an aver-
age of 10 868 non-passerine waterbirds every month; from 
1980 to 1984, the monthly total ranged between 4 841 and 
24 427. In the former Wilderness National Park alone, 262 
bird species were recorded. The similarity in habitats means 
that the entire IBA supports a comparable number of species. 
Recent research conducted by Randall et al. (2007) suggests 
that there have been few changes in species composition since 
the original assessment. An additional 30 species that had not 
been previously recorded in the area were mostly vagrants 
and thus made no significant contribution to the biology of 
the lakes system. Although it appears that not many changes 
have occurred to the avifauna of the system, the threats out-
side the protected areas have increased.

The lakes complex is important for Palearctic migrant wad-
ers and southern African waterfowl, especially Anatidae, which 
feed and moult here. It is an important focus, with a constant 
exchange of waterbirds between the components, depending 
on the prevailing conditions in each one. The lakes support 72 
waterbird species, including good numbers of Great Crested 
Grebe Podiceps cristatus, Black-necked Grebe P. nigricollis, Red-
knobbed Coot Fulica cristata, White-backed Duck Thalassornis 
leuconotus and Southern Pochard Netta erythrophthalma, all 

of which tend to concentrate on Langvlei and Rondevlei. They 
also hold large numbers of Yellow-billed Duck Anas undulata 
and Cape Shoveler A. smithii. The latter is considered to be the 
most vulnerable waterbird in southern Africa owing to its rela-
tively small range (it is endemic to the region), small popula-
tion and specialised habitat requirements.

The marsh and reedbeds surrounding the lakes hold Afri-
can Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, Greater Painted-snipe 
Rostratula benghalensis, Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus, 
Red-chested Flufftail Sarothrura rufa, African Rail Rallus 
caerulescens and small numbers of African Grass Owl Tyto 
capensis. The lakes complex also provides important habitat 
for Caspian Tern Sterna caspia and Greater Flamingo Phoe
nicopterus roseus, and there are rare records of Black Stork 
Ciconia nigra and Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor. The 
coastline holds significant numbers of African Black Oyster-
catcher Haematopus moquini. Up to 6 000 Palearctic waders, 
consisting primarily of Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea, 
Little Stint C. minuta and Ruff Philomachus pugnax, can be 
found within the system during the austral summer. 

The well-wooded backwaters on Swartvlei and Groen vlei hold 
small numbers of African Finfoot Podica senegalensis and Half-
collared Kingfisher Alcedo semitorquata. The surrounding veg-
etation supports many restricted-range species from two EBAs: 
South African Forests and Cape Fynbos. The forests hold For-
est Buzzard Buteo trizonatus, Knysna Turaco Tauraco corythaix, 
Knysna Woodpecker Campethera notata, Chorister Robin-Chat 
Cossypha dichroa and Forest Canary Crithagra scotops. The 
fynbos supports Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bul-
bul Pycnonotus capensis, Victorin’s Warbler Cryptillas victorini, 
Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer and Orange-breasted Sunbird 
Anthobaphes violacea.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus 
coronatus, Lesser Flamingo, African Black Oystercatcher, Eur-
asian Curlew Numenius arquata, Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa, 
Knysna Warbler Bradypterus sylvaticus and Knsyna Wood-
pecker. Regionally threatened species are Caspian Tern, Greater 
Flamingo, African Finfoot, African Marsh Harrier, Lanner 
Falcon Falco biarmicus, African Grass Owl and Half-collared 
Kingfisher. Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that 
are locally common in the IBA include Forest Buzzard, Cape 
Spurfowl, Knysna Turaco, Knysna Woodpecker, Cape Bul-
bul, Chorister Robin-Chat, Olive Bush-Shrike Chlorophoneus 
olivaceus, Black-bellied Starling Notopholia corrusca, Yellow- 
throated Woodland Warbler Phylloscopus ruficapilla, Swee 
Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis and Forest Canary. Uncommon 
restricted-range and biome-restricted species include White-
starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, Grey Cuckooshrike Cora
cina caesia, Knysna Warbler, Cape Sugarbird, Orange-breasted 
Sunbird, Protea Seedeater Crithagra leucoptera, Cape Siskin  
C. totta and Victorin’s Warbler.

Species that meet the 1% or more congregatory thresh-
old are Great Crested Grebe (average 187 individuals), Cape 
Shoveler (average 752 individuals) and Red-knobbed Coot 
(average 8 414 individuals). Species that meet the 0.5% or 
more congregatory threshold are Yellow-billed Duck (average 

878 individuals), White-backed Duck (average 82 individu-
als), Little Grebe (average 585 individuals), White-breasted 
Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus (average 112 individuals) 
and Maccoa Duck (average 42 individuals). 

conservation issues 
Threats
The IBA is threatened by the burgeoning expansion of tourism 
demands on the coastal zone between Knysna and George, 
which has become one of the premier holiday resort sectors 
in South Africa. The urban development taking place leads to 
irreversible habitat transformation around the protected ar-
eas within the IBA. In future it is likely that these areas – the 
Wilderness Section of the Garden Route National Park and 
Goukamma Nature Reserve – will become ‘islands’ in a sea 
of development. Not only will urbanisation reduce the buf-
fer zones around the protected areas, but it will make them 
more susceptible to environmental threats and permanent al-
terations to their natural functioning. It is fortunate that the 
critical habitats in this IBA are already formally protected by 
national legislation and are thus secure from encroaching de-
velopment. However, isolating patches of natural vegetation 
can change their ecological dynamics and still lead to losses 
in biodiversity.

Development between the lakes may restrict and/or alter 
the natural water flow between the lakes and have an impact 
on how they function ecologically. In addition, the lakes are 
susceptible to high-impact recreational use. It is vital that 
development around the lakes and human activity on them 
be monitored and controlled to minimise anthropogenic im-
pacts. Fortunately, the relevant protected areas are well man-
aged in terms of tourism impact and currently activities in the 
national park are restricted to two of the lakes while the oth-
ers are off-limits. This is an important move in that it trades 
recreational use in some areas against protection in others. 

The normal flooding regime of the system has been dis-
rupted because the mouth of the Touw Estuary has to be ac-
tively managed to protect low-lying properties from being 
inundated. In the early 1980s it became clear that the artificial 
opening of the mouth, which had resulted in lower than aver-
age water levels, had caused an expansion of emergent macro-
phytes, which were interfering with ecosystem processes and 
recreational activities. The primary concern on the floodplain 
should be to improve water exchange whenever possible. It 
would appear that flood control and selective dredging may 
be necessary to improve the flow regime of the estuary.

Increasing salinity in Swartvlei has led to changes in the 
macrophyte community, which in turn have caused a large 
drop in the numbers of Red-knobbed Coot and other herbi-
vorous birds such as ducks. This situation is temporary, 
however – the estuary was open for an extended time that co-
incided with a period of reduced freshwater inflow – and the 
salinity is likely to decrease in due course.  

Another threat to the ecology of this system is an altera-
tion in the natural frequency of fires. Specific intervals be-
tween fires are an essential component of fynbos ecology 
and at present fires are not occurring regularly enough to 
maintain the vegetation’s natural dynamics. This is the result 
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of residential developments, which isolate patches of fynbos 
and preclude burning due to the danger to humans and their 
homes. Changes in fire frequencies can prevent certain longer- 
lived fynbos plants from seeding. Their abundance in the 
landscape is therefore decreased, with an impact on the bird 
species that rely on these plants. 

Invasive alien vegetation, including Eucalyptus and Acacia 
species, within the IBA, on private and State-owned land and in 
the catchments of rivers feeding into the IBA poses a significant 
threat. Clearing programmes are being conducted on the SAN-
Parks and CapeNature land, but it is difficult to tackle this issue 
on privately owned properties. Infestations in the catchment of 
the lake areas are particularly damaging to the IBA as they re-
duce water flow to the lakes and alter the water-flow regimes 
necessary for maintaining the lakes’ ecological functioning.

Alien fish, such as Mozambique tilapia Oreochromis mos
sambicus, carp Cyprinus carpio and mosquito fish Gambusia 
affinis, have been introduced to the lakes and are causing 
problems by competing with indigenous fish species. Illegal 
fish-netting in the lake systems that targets indigenous fish 
will reduce the fish populations over time. This in turn will 
impact on the bird species that rely on this prey source. Rap-
tors such as Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus and African 
Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer, as well as African Darter An
hinga rufa and cormorants Phalacrocorax species, are likely to 
be affected by changes in fish abundance. 

Pollution is also of primary concern as it may seriously 
disrupt ecosystem processes. Effluent from residential and 
industrial or agricultural sectors, including dairy farming, 
should be monitored to detect changes in pollution levels. 
Dairy farming in the catchment areas leads not only to pol-
lution, as pollutants and excess nutrients flow into the lakes, 
but also to a reduction in the run-off into lakes when farmers 
abstract water. This impacts on the natural flow regime neces-
sary to maintain an estuary. 

Climate change may impact on the lake systems in the 
short term. Severe droughts are likely to reduce the water 
flow through the systems, leading to hyper-salinity; excessive 
flooding may alter the area’s topography by removing large 
amounts of soil. An overall drying trend predicted for the 
southern Cape could have serious consequences for this and 
other wetland systems across the region. 

Conservation action
As a designated Ramsar site, the Wilderness Lakes is recognised 
as a wetland of international importance. It was brought under 
the management of the National Parks Board (now SANParks) in 
1985, officially proclaimed in 1987 and subsequently expanded to 
include Rondevlei in 1991. The Wilderness Section of the Garden 
Route National Park incorporates Swartvlei, Rondevlei, Langvlei, 
Eilandvlei and the Touw River estuary. The adjacent Goukamma 
Nature Reserve, established in 1960, includes Groenvlei, the lower 
sections of the Goukamma River and its estuary, extensive sand 
dunes and 14 km of rocky coastline, beaches and marine reserve. 
The national park also incorporates parts of the terrestrial ma-
trix lying between the lakes. Much of the IBA thus falls under the 
formal protection of SANParks and CapeNature. These protected 
areas constitute the important bird habitats in the IBA. The proc-
lamation of these areas under NEM:PAA ensures the long-term 
maintenance of these sites by preventing unsustainable develop-
ment and limiting the kinds of activities that may take place. In 
addition, scientific authorities provide capacity for research that 
informs detailed management plans for the protected areas, thus 
ensuring their sound ecological management to the benefit of 
biodiversity. The national and provincial management authorities 
undertake all necessary conservation actions in these areas, in ac-
cordance with their mandate. 

Further conservation action could be considered for parts of 
the IBA that fall outside the formally protected areas, in partic-
ular the privately owned land that is heavily infested with alien 
vegetation. Private landowners and farmers on land around 
the protected areas should be approached to form conservan-
cies and, if possible, encouraged to follow best-practice guide-
lines in order to minimise environmental impacts in the buffer 
zones. The Garden Route Initiative, led by the Eden District 
municipality, has secured funding to undertake a process to 
register the Garden Route Biosphere Reserve. This provides a 
platform for all the NGOs, government departments and civil 
society organisations involved in conservation across this re-
gion to collaborate on environmental projects and develop a 
shared vision for environmental management.

Related webpages
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/garden_route/default.php 
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/goukammanaturereserve/ 

Further reading
Allanson et al. (1983); Boshoff et al. (1991a); Boshoff et al. (1991b, 1991c, 
1991d); Boshoff et al. (1992, 1993); Cowan (1995); Cowan et al. (1996); 
Hart (1995); Martin ARH (1960); Randall et al. (2007); Robarts (1976a, 
1976b); Russell et al. (2009); Russell et al. (2010); Russell et al. (2014); Tay-
lor (1997a, 1997b); Underhill et al. (1980); Weisser et al. (1982); Whitfield 
et al. (1983).

site description
Located at the southern tip of the African continent, this large 
agricultural district stretches from Caledon to Riversdale and 
encompasses the area south of the N2 highway, which links 
these two towns. The R316 from Caledon to Bredasdorp 
forms the district’s south-western boundary, with the area 
known as Overberg Rûens to its east. De Hoop Nature Re-
serve, which abuts this area, is a separate IBA (SA119) and 
supports a different suite of trigger species, while the Agulhas 
Plain–Heuningnes Estuary IBA (SA121) lies to the south. The 
topography consists of low-lying rolling hills. The maritime-
influenced climate is relatively equitable: mean rainfall aver-
ages 445 mm p.a., although some areas in the eastern Rûens 
receive an average of only 300 mm p.a. 

The landscape consists primarily of cereal croplands and arti-
ficial pastures (lucerne), with more than 95% of the natural veg-
etation having been transformed to agriculture. The remnants 
of natural vegetation are mainly Renosterveld, although they 
include patches of Lowland Fynbos. This vegetation and the dif-
ferent Renosterveld types are considered Critically Endangered 
due to the high degree of transformation to agriculture. Histori-
cally, this entire IBA would have comprised Renosterveld veg-
etation; now most of this has been lost. The ‘man-made’ habitats 
include wheat-fields and other agricultural landscapes, which 
do provide habitat for certain IBA trigger species, notably the 
threatened Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus. 

birds
A total of 304 bird species has been recorded for this IBA. It 
hosts approximately 30% of South Africa’s Blue Crane popula-
tion, the largest population in the world, and is thus extremely 
important for the species’ long-term persistence. Large num-
bers of Blue Cranes are evident in winter when many pairs, 
having completed breeding activities, join large, loose flocks 
that congregate in this area. The IBA also provides important 
foraging habitat for the threatened Cape Vulture Gyps coproth
eres, which breeds at a colony at Potberg in the neighbouring 

De Hoop Nature Reserve IBA. The Overberg Wheatbelt IBA 
also hosts large numbers of Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami 
and White Stork Ciconia ciconia in summer. Black Storks  
C. nigra, which breed in the surrounding mountains, are 
found in the area’s streams and may occasionally be seen soar-
ing overhead.

Black Harrier Circus maurus frequently occurs in the mod-
ified agricultural matrix of the Overberg region, although it 
requires untransformed Renosterveld habitat for breeding. 
The area also covers a large proportion of the global range of 
the Agulhas Long-billed Lark Certhilauda brevirostris, which 
is almost confined to stony wheat-fields and pastureland. 
Despite its limited range, the species appears to be secure, 
provided that current land-use patterns persist. Some typical 
Karoo birds are also found within the wheat matrix and the 
occasional renosterveld patches. They include Karoo Kor-
haan Eupodotis vigorsii and Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax 
canorus.

The isolated patches of fynbos on the hill slopes above Bre-
dasdorp and Napier, parts of which form the Heuningberg 
Local Nature Reserve, hold a number of Cape Fynbos EBA 
restricted-range species, such as Orange-breasted Sunbird 
Anthobaphes violacea, Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer, Cape 
Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis 
and Cape Siskin Crithagra totta.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture, Blue Crane 
(approximately 6 000 individuals; CAR data 2012), Martial 
Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, Black Harrier, Denham’s Bustard, 
Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius and Southern Black 
Korhaan Afrotis afra. Regionally threatened species are Black 
Stork, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, African Grass Owl 
Tyto capensis, Karoo Korhaan and Agulhas Long-billed Lark. 
Restricted-range and biome-restricted species common in 
this IBA include Cape Spurfowl, Cape Bulbul, Cape Sugar-
bird, Agulhas Long-billed Lark, Orange-breasted Sunbird and 
Cape Siskin, while Karoo Korhaan is an uncommon species 
in this category. Blue Crane meets the 1% or more population 
threshold criteria.  

conservation issues 
Threats
The Overberg region once supported significant areas of a 
large variety of natural habitats, but has been extensively 
transformed by the establishment of a wheat-belt, which now 
occupies more than 85% of the IBA. The patches of natural 
Renosterveld habitat that remain are very small and isolated, 
and they are brimming with critically threatened populations 
of a range of endemic plant species that were once more com-
mon throughout this landscape. These plants are extremely 
vulnerable to extinction as a result of habitat destruction 
and physical disturbance resulting from mismanagement, 
such as overgrazing or frequent burning. The small remnant 
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populations are constantly being encroached upon or mis-
managed because their significance is not fully appreciated. 

Agricultural activities represent the major land use in this 
IBA and indirectly contribute most of the threats to the area. 
Although much of the original Renosterveld and Lowland 
Fynbos habitat has already been transformed for agriculture, 
the farming landscape does still provide suitable habitat for 
certain IBA trigger species, notably Blue Crane, which seems 
to have benefited from the agricultural changes that have oc-
curred over the past 30 years. Nevertheless, the remaining 
patches of indigenous lowland habitat in the IBA are unique 
and intensely threatened by further degradation. It is impera-
tive that the remaining Lowland Fynbos and Renosterveld be 
conserved at all costs. Under no circumstances should this 
IBA description be used as motivation to increase the area 
under wheat or transform indigenous vegetation further. 

Having originally been absent from this area, the Blue 
Crane has recently expanded its range into the agricultural 
sectors of the Fynbos biome and has even become common. 
Flocks of Blue Cranes are attracted to cultivated fields where 
they may feed on fallen grain and recently germinated crops. 
They also gather to feed on supplementary food put out for 
small stock, especially in times of drought. This has earned 
them the enmity of some farmers, a few of whom have oc-
casionally spread poisoned grain on their fields and around 
feedlots to kill cranes. Most of South Africa’s cranes and their 
habitats, particularly in the Overberg, are on privately owned 
farmland; their future lies firmly in the hands of private land-
owners. Poisoning in the Overberg is now very rare, thanks 
to an effective awareness campaign by the Overberg Crane 
Group and CapeNature, and an extremely responsive farm-
ing community. This project should act as a model for farmer 
awareness schemes in other parts of South Africa. It must be 
emphasised, however, that many cranes can die in a single ir-
responsible poisoning event, and rigorous campaigning and 
interaction with the farming community should be ongoing 
so that farming practices can be monitored and mitigating 
measures (which reduce mortality in cranes or other species) 
can be employed as soon as potential problems arise.

Blue Cranes are also vulnerable to inadvertent mortality when 
poisons are put out to kill vermin. Crops should be sprayed with 
pesticides judiciously, as this practice has a detrimental effect on 
most animals in the food web. Foraging cranes are particularly 
attracted to croplands between March and July, when the crop 
has just been sown or is short and young. It is during this pe-
riod that the birds are most likely to be poisoned. Blue Cranes, 
Grey-winged Francolin Scleroptila africana, Cape Spurfowl 
and Helmeted Guineafowl Numida meleagris can succumb to 
poison-soaked grain set for gerbils. Gerbils should be controlled 
responsibly with an environmentally friendly poison such as 
phostoxin or zinc phosphide and by inserting it into each ger-
bil burrow through a length of hosepipe rather than strewing it 
carelessly on the ground. Once gerbil numbers have been sig-
nificantly reduced, a strategically placed pole should be erected 
from which owls can forage. Owls would maintain gerbil popu-
lations at reasonably low levels.

At feedlots, farmers should experiment with modifica-
tions that bar cranes from accessing the grain. For example, a 

wide but low horizontal roof, of shade cloth or similar mate-
rial, could be erected over the feeder. This would discourage 
cranes from feeding there as they require clear visibility in all 
directions to spot potential predators. Similarly, low vertical 
walls could be erected around the feeder, with entrances suit-
able for small stock to enter and leave. Cranes avoid entering 
any closed or partially enclosed area.

Additional threats to Blue Cranes include overhead pow-
er cables and electricity structures, which they occasionally 
strike. Eskom and EWT are attempting to implement a strat-
egy to reduce bird strikes on electricity structures, such as 
marking them with various devices to make them more vis-
ible to birds at sites where strike rates are highest. Birds in this 
area breed in cultivated fields and pastures. The agricultural 
land can be managed to benefit the cranes and bustards in 
this altered landscape. In the Overberg, cranes avoid natural 
fynbos vegetation, preferring to inhabit cereal croplands and 
cultivated pastures because these resemble their natural grass-
land habitats. By contrast, they inhabit natural vegetation in 
the Karoo and Grassland biomes, but also feed in crop fields.

The indirect impacts from agriculture include the  abstrac-
tion of water; the pollution of water with pesticides or fer-
tilisers; the pollution of the environment with potentially 
harmful and persistent agrochemicals, specifically pesticides; 
the spread of invasive alien vegetation; the persecution of per-
ceived problem animals; and incorrect burning regimes for 
the sensitive Renosterveld. All of these threats can potentially 
be mitigated through raising farmers’ awareness, encourag-
ing environmentally friendly farming practices and, where 
possible, purchasing land or signing conservation easements 
(voluntary title deed restrictions) with landowners. 

The Cape Vultures from the breeding colony at De Hoop Na-
ture Reserve forage outside the reserve structure and are vulner-
able to the indiscriminate use of poison by small-stock farmers, 
who may put down poison for mammalian predators such as 

jackals and dogs. The farmers in this region are eager to contrib-
ute to conservation schemes, but it should be emphasised that a 
single poisoned carcass could decimate the entire colony. 

Conservation action
There is relatively little protection in this IBA by means of for-
mally protected areas. Some adjacent areas that have received 
formal protection are De Mond Nature Reserve and Agulhas 
National Park (both part of the Agulhas Plain–Heuningnes 
Estuary IBA; SA121), De Hoop Nature Reserve and Bontebok 
National Park. However, these do not constitute the major 
portion of the Overberg Wheatbelt IBA. More recently, 500 ha  
of Renosterveld located north of De Hoop Nature Reserve 
was secured by WWF-SA, in partnership with the Overberg 
Lowlands Conservation Trust, through land purchase. Stew-
ardship options are currently being investigated to bring small 
portions (remnants of Renosterveld) of the IBA under some 
form of formal conservation designation. Landowner ‘custo-
dianship’ or improved land-management practices on farms 
must also be considered because trigger species also occur in 
transformed landscapes. 

The conservation actions within the Overberg Wheatbelt 
IBA have been limited in extent and capacity. The two ma-
jor interventions have been efforts to acquire Biodiversity 
Stewardship sites in order to secure remnants of Renosterveld 
vegetation; and the Overberg Crane Group’s extension work 
with farmers, which has focused on building awareness of 
Blue Cranes on farms and reducing mortalities of this species. 
Much of the vegetation in the IBA is listed under NEMBA as 
‘threatened ecosystem’, which gives it some degree of protec-
tion, although this has not been much of a deterrent against 
the continued (illegal) removal of these habitats. 

With a focus on the threatened Renosterveld vegetation, 
Odette Curtis of the Overberg Lowlands Conservation Trust 
engaged in stewardship initiatives with certain landowners 
while she was working for CapeNature. Currently the Over-
berg Lowlands Conservation Trust, CapeNature and the new 
WWF-SA ‘Better Barley, Better Beer’ project are exploring 
additional opportunities for stewardship in the IBA, with an 
emphasis on the largest extant area of remnant Western Rûens 
Shale Renosterveld in the Bot River area. The Overberg Low-
lands Conservation Trust is also pursuing the development of 
a Conservation Easement Programme with its partners, and 
it and BirdLife South Africa have signed an MoU regarding 
their shared work in this area. Their long-term vision is to 
create Renosterveld conservation areas through voluntary 
title-deed restrictions and to increase environmental aware-
ness among landowners through the development and distri-
bution of an information booklet about the fauna and flora of 
the Overberg region. The Overberg Crane Group has spent 
many years actively engaging farmers and other landowners 
to improve land management and attitudes for the benefit of 
Blue Cranes. 

Related webpages
www.overbergrenosterveld.org.za
www.bluecrane.org.za

Further reading
Allan (1989, 1992, 1993a, 1994a, 1994c, 1995a, 1995b, 1996b);  Allan et al. 
(1998); Anderson S (1990); Cowling et al. (1988); Curtis et al. (2004); Cur-
tis et al. (2013); Donaldson et al. (2002); Hitchcock (1996); Jenkins et al. 
(2013); Kemper et al. (1999); Kraaij (2010); Scott (1992); Shaw et al. (2010); 
Siegfried (1985); Tarboton (1992); Van Ee (1981); Von Hase et al. (2003). 

false bay nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A3, A4i, iii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 1 800 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
Centred on the False Bay Waste Water Works (also known as 
the Strandfontein Sewage Works), the proclaimed False Bay 
Nature Reserve also includes Zeekoevlei and Rondevlei. It is 
situated on the Cape Flats between Muizenberg and Mitchell’s 
Plain, 20 km south of Cape Town. Like many wetlands around 
South Africa’s major cities, Strandfontein is almost entirely 
human-made. Prior to 1922, the only wetland habitats at the 
site were the small and temporary Maccoavlei and Tamatie-
vlei. A small sewage works was built in 1922 and additional 
water was channelled into the system from nearby Zeekoevlei. 
Over the years the complex has been enlarged and by 1976 the 
small waterbody known as Tamatievlei had been converted 
into 34 settling ponds covering more than 306 ha.

The system provides a range of semi-natural habitats, in-
cluding deep and shallow open water, seasonal open ponds, 
canals with aquatic vegetation, beds of reeds, rushes and sedg-
es, bare and vegetated shorelines and islands. Well-grassed 
banks separate the ponds. Several distinctive wetland plant 

communities occur, including perennial wetland, reedbeds, 
and reed and sedge marsh. The perennial wetland is charac-
terised by sparse aquatic vegetation, while Typha capensis and 
Phragmites australis dominate the reedbeds. The reed marsh 
consists of virtually monospecific stands of Phragmites austra
lis, invaded in parts by Typha capensis.

The sewage works now depends largely on chemical treat-
ment and reasonably clean water is released into the ponds. It 
previously functioned entirely by algal decomposition, a process 
that requires a large number of shallow vleis. The algae and the 
numerous copepods associated with them provided a rich food 
supply for many bird species. The rationale for maintaining the 
ponds is that should there be a failure of the chemical plant, the 
previous sedimentation method of sewage treatment could be 
temporarily utilised. The water levels in the pans can be manip-
ulated. In summer the strong south-easterly wind can cause wa-
ter levels to drop, resulting in variability in the water condition. 

The natural terrestrial strandveld surrounding the wetland 
consists of a scattered perennial overstorey of spinescent species, 
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succulents and moderately tall evergreen thickets. Annuals are 
conspicuous in the open areas in spring. Two vegetation types 
occur in the IBA, both of which are endemic to within the City 
of Cape Town boundaries. The dominant type is Cape Flats 
Dune Strandveld, which is Endangered, and the other is Cape 
Flats Sand Fynbos, which is Critically Endangered. This vegeta-
tion is heavily invaded in many areas by a woody overstorey of 
alien species, mainly Acacia cyclops and A. saligna. The area is 
now largely surrounded by suburban development. 

The natural waterbodies of Zeekoevlei and Rondevlei were 
historically fed by ground water infiltrating from the north 
and west. Recent urbanisation has resulted in these two vleis 
now being fed primarily by urban storm-water run-off. This 
has resulted in eutrophication of the waterbodies and exten-
sive reed growth. Measures taken to improve water quality 
in Zeekoevlei and Rondevlei have included a cut-off drain, 
limited dredging and annual draw-downs of the waterbod-
ies, all of which have shown some degree of success. In the 
past, Zeekoevlei was infested with water hyacinth Eichhornia 
crassipes, which has subsequently been exterminated.

Apart from the large natural waterbodies, numerous small-
er seasonal wetlands exist in the dune troughs in the False 
Bay Nature Reserve. These temporary wetlands often support 
interesting communities of plants and amphibians. 

birds
Although the wetlands act as a network, most of the birds are 
concentrated at Strandfontein Sewage Works, where a total 
of 168 species has been recorded. Of these, 76 are freshwater 
wetland species and a further 18 are coastal species that visit 
the area to roost or breed. Breeding has been confirmed for 45 
waterbird species. This high diversity of waterbirds is due to 
the wide range of wetland habitats present and the proximity 
of Strandfontein to the ocean, which permits both freshwater 
and coastal species to exploit the system.

The abundance of waterbirds supported by Strandfontein has 
increased progressively since the 1950s, reaching an average of 
more than 23 200 individuals during the period 1980–1990. In 
extreme years, numbers are boosted above 30 000. Threatened 
and near-threatened species found at the sewage works are 
Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus, Lesser Flamingo Phoe
niconaias minor, Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus, 

African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus, African Black Oys-
tercatcher Haematopus moquini, Cape Cormorant Phalacroco
rax capensis, Caspian Tern Sterna caspia and Chestnut-banded 
Plover Charadrius pallidus. Strandfontein occasionally holds 
globally significant numbers of Black-necked Grebe Podiceps ni
gricollis, Southern Pochard Netta erythrophthalma, Cape Shov-
eler Anas smithii, Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, Hartlaub’s 
Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii and Kelp Gull Larus domini
canus. White-winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus historically 
occurred in very high numbers, but these have declined dra-
matically over the past few decades.

Recent data analysis has shown that certain of these key 
species are in decline and may no longer meet the IBA thresh-
old for a significant congregatory population. This trend is 
possibly in response to changes in water level and quality at 
the sewage works, as many of the settling ponds have been 
decommissioned. A further possible local reason for the de-
cline is the invasive water hyacinth, which is not susceptible 
to biological control due to the cold winds. This has resulted 
in certain ponds no longer being suitable for birds that require 
open water. Cormorant species have also experienced a de-
cline at this site, as they have in other areas, and declining fish 
stocks may be responsible for this decrease. 

The site holds a regular tern roost of some 3 000 birds when 
the water is low enough for islands to form in the shallow 
pans, including fairly large numbers of Common Tern Sterna 
hirundo, Sandwich Tern Thalasseus sandvicensis and Swift 
Tern T. bergii. Strandfontein also occasionally holds region-
ally uncommon species such as Yellow-billed Egret Egretta 
intermedia. The surrounding alien Acacia vegetation and the 
remaining strandveld hold Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis 
and Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Black Oystercatcher, 
Lesser Flamingo and Cape Cormorant. Regionally threatened 
species are Greater Flamingo, Great White Pelican, African 
Marsh Harrier, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Maccoa Duck 
Oxyura maccoa and Caspian Tern. Common biome-restricted 
species in the IBA include Cape Spurfowl and Cape Bulbul.

Species that meet the 1% or more congregatory threshold 
include Black-necked Grebe (maximum 174 individuals), 
Cape Teal Anas capensis (450 individuals), Cape Shoveler 
(630 individuals), Pied Avocet (550 individuals), Kelp Gull 
(2 000 individuals), Hartlaub’s Gull (830 individuals), Swift 
Tern (160 individuals), Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyp
tiaca, Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus, Southern 
Pochard, Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa, White-breasted 
Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus, Greater Flamingo, Spur-
winged Goose Plectropterus gambensis and Common Tern. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The False Bay Waste Water Works is administered by the City 
of Cape Town. As the size of the sewage works grew over the 
years and the diversity of aquatic habitats increased, there was 
a dramatic proliferation in the numbers and diversity of water-
birds exploiting the complex. In the 1950s, approximately 200 

individuals comprising 12 species could be expected; in the 
1990s thousands and tens of thousands of individuals repre-
senting between 50 and 60 species were regularly counted at 
Strandfontein. Recent count data suggest a decrease in num-
bers for many of these species, possibly due to changes in the 
functioning of the sewage works. Lesser Flamingo numbers had 
decreased dramatically by the 1990s, although individuals are 
still seen each year. The decrease may be due to the introduc-
tion of tilapia to the treatment ponds. These fish have changed 
the ecological character of the pans, reducing the abundance of 
small aquatic invertebrates, the flamingos’ favoured food item. 
In 1986 there was a switch to chemically based sewage treatment 
in Cape Town. As a result, the ponds are only used to treat sew-
age in emergencies and do not support as many birds as they did 
when sewage regularly passed through the system.

Birds that breed at the nearby Rondevlei and Zeekoevlei na-
ture reserves probably forage extensively at the sewage works. 
Potential decommissioning of the settling ponds at the sewage 
works therefore represents a major threat, as this could lead 
to decreased nutrient levels. Changes to the nutrient levels 
impact on the invertebrate fauna, thus affecting the foraging 
habitat of the birds. There is an additional threat of pollut-
ants running into the area from small-scale agricultural and 
industrial activities nearby and artificially enhancing nutrient 
levels. The effluent from the surrounding settlements is usu-
ally treated before entering the settling ponds, but often con-
tains more nutrients than natural systems do. This can have 
a positive or negative impact, depending on the time of year 
and the nutrient fluctuations in the settling ponds.

Variations in the water level due to the operations of the 
sewage works have major consequences for certain species, 
preventing them from foraging at certain times and from es-
tablishing breeding sites. The water of the sewage ponds needs 
to be maintained at a particular level to benefit waders and 
other species. The Cape Bird Club and City of Cape Town au-
thorities have come to an agreement with the sewage manage-
ment team to allow the water level to fluctuate naturally in 
two of the pans: they are relatively full in winter and dry out in 
summer. There is also a plan to increase the water flow should 
levels fall too low. Natural fluctuation has produced extensive 
sand banks in Pan P2, where large numbers of terns and gulls 

roost. In addition, research is in progress at Pan P1 to estab-
lish the relationship between water levels and nutrients. The 
knowledge gained can be applied to manipulate water levels 
to improve the littoral habitat.

Attention should be given to the fact that several species of 
conservation interest, such as Caspian Tern, have stopped 
breeding in the area or show irregular breeding patterns. Breed-
ing failure or a low success rate in waterbirds has usually been 
attributed to changes in water level. Disturbance at nest sites and 
predation by species such as Great White Pelican may also play 
a role. The management plan should promote the development 
of suitable breeding sites, including the creation of islands in the 
pans and the manipulation of water levels to prevent existing 
breeding sites from being flooded. On the other hand, increased 
breeding activity by some waterbird species has been observed 
at Strandfontein in the past decade and is believed to be due to 
improved water quality in the pans. 

Alien vegetation has invaded some of the settling ponds 
at the sewage works. This vegetation, particularly water hya-
cinth, forms a mat over the entire water surface, preventing 
waders and waterfowl species from utilising these areas. Beds 
of Typha capensis at the edge of some ponds covers the mud 
banks that are used by waders for foraging and breeding. Both 
this species and water hyacinth have been extensively cleared 
from certain areas to improve the littoral edge. 

From 2012 to 2015 a large residential development (>3 000 
units) has been built along the eastern boundary of Zeekoevlei 
and Strandfontein. Although this may lead to increased dis-
turbance of birds at these sites, there will also be opportunities 
to engage the local residents in environmental education ac-
tivities. There are recreational pressures associated with fish-
ing and birding in the area, but the level of disturbance is very 
low and does not pose a major threat to the birds. There is a 
good relationship with local angling clubs and fishing is con-
fined to a few pans where bird numbers are low.

Conservation action
This IBA already enjoys formal protection and sound man-
agement by the City of Cape Town. The site consists of three 
major components: Rondevlei, Zeekoevlei and the False Bay 
Waste Water Works (also known as Strandfontein Birding 
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boulders beach 
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4ii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 40 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected

site description
Boulders Beach is situated in Simon’s Town on the False Bay 
coast of the Cape Peninsula, 35 km south of Cape Town. The 
site consists of small beaches with granite boulders and its 
vegetation consists mainly of thickets of coastal strandveld. 
The IBA boundaries coincide with the Boulders Beach por-
tion of the Table Mountain National Park and include the sec-
tion of land to the south known as Burghers’ Walk. 

birds
African Penguin Spheniscus demersus colonised Boulders 
Beach in 1985 when two breeding pairs were recorded. The 
colony has increased steadily: there were approximately 700 
active nests in 1997 and in 2014 more than 800 breeding pairs 
were present, representing approximately 6% of the global 
population. This is one of only three mainland breeding sites 
in the world. The penguins use the vegetation for shelter while 
breeding and moulting.

Small numbers of Crowned Cormorant Phalacrocorax coro
natus occasionally roost on the rocks. Cape Cormorant P. capen
sis, however, can now be seen roosting in very large numbers 
and has been included as an IBA trigger species. African Black 

Area). In its entirety it has been identified as the False Bay 
Nature Reserve and is awaiting proclamation as a provincial 
nature reserve, which will continue to be managed by the City 
of Cape Town. The Strandfontein Birding Area is managed by 
the environmental resource department in collaboration with 
waste water works management.

Current conservation actions focus on managing alien veg-
etation, both terrestrial and aquatic; improving visitor safety 
and infrastructure (a project on the southern and eastern shore 
of Zeekoevlei is in progress); monitoring biodiversity (includ-
ing regular CWACs); environmental education; and allow-
ing the public access to a beautiful natural area which in turn 
raises awareness of the local environment. These activities are 
conducted within the specifications of detailed annual plans of 
operations, with well-resourced environmental management 
teams, each led by a section ranger. The site has recently been 
granted Ramsar status, and a formal announcement to this ef-
fect was made on World Wetlands Day in February 2015. 

Situated in the vicinity of Cape Town, Strandfontein is an 
ideal, easily accessible environment for avitourism. Appropri-
ate facilities to exploit this potential have been developed and 
opportunities to improve them are constantly being sought. 
The wetland’s proximity to the suburbs of the Cape Flats pro-
vides further incentive to create economic returns for the 
communities living close by. The False Bay Nature Reserve 
currently facilitates a skills development programme, which 
will be expanded with the aid of further funding. Further-
more, Strandfontein could fulfil useful educational and scien-
tific functions. The accessibility of this artificial wetland and 

its range of habitats and associated plants and animals give 
it excellent potential for environmental education. The Cape 
Town Environmental Education Trust and the staff of False 
Bay Nature Reserve are already co-ordinating environmental 
education at this IBA, but further funding would give them 
scope to expand their efforts. 

BirdLife South Africa, the City of Cape Town and the Cape 
Bird Club have entered into a partnership aimed at improving 
the entire site as a centre for skills development, environmental 
education, biodiversity conservation and avitourism. The part-
ners have developed a funding proposal that focuses on skills 
development and environmental education projects. At the 
same time, it addresses ecological threats affecting the site and 
includes socio-economic development activities that not only 
help to mitigate the threats, but also provide benefits to local 
residential communities. An overall steering committee that in-
cludes all the relevant stakeholders meets quarterly to discuss 
issues affecting the site and plan future partnership initiatives. 

Related webpage
www.capetown.gov.za/en/EnvironmentalResourceManagement/Pages/
NatureReserveFalseBay.aspx 

Further reading
Allan et al. (1990); Ashkenazi (1986); Berruti et al. (1983); Broekhuysen et 
al. (1968b); Chittenden (1992); Cooper et al. (1976); Cooper et al. (1977); 
Kalejta-Summers et al. (in press b); Longrigg (1982); Ryan et al. (1988); 
Schneider (1996); Summers et al. (1977b); Turpie (1995); Underhill et al. 
(1984); Winterbottom (1960, 1968c). 

Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini  often occurs on the beach 
and an estimated two breeding pairs use the site regularly. Cape 
Spurfowl Pternistis capensis and Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capen
sis are strandveld residents. Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer oc-
casionally visits from the slopes above the beach.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Penguin (3 078 indi-
viduals and 962 breeding pairs; this and the following figures 
from regular SANParks census counts, 2014), African Black 
Oystercatcher (two breeding pairs) and Cape Cormorant  
(10 000 individuals). 

conservation issues 
Threats
The threats to Boulders Beach are synonymous with the 
threats to the African Penguin across its range as this is the 
IBA’s primary trigger species. Competition with commercial 
fisheries, especially purse-seining for surface-shoaling fish 
such as pilchard Sardinops sagax, has been implicated as one 
of the most significant factors causing the global population 
decline of the African Penguin. 

Another problem is chronic pollution. Difficult to predict or 
control, it occurs when tankers break open, wash their tanks, 
dump cargo or pump bilge and crude oil or other environmental 
pollutants into the sea. Penguins are affected particularly badly 
by such spills and a single oil disaster can severely affect popula-
tions. The Apollo Sea oil-spill disaster in June 1994 resulted in 
many penguin deaths in and around the Cape Peninsula. 

Land-based threats at Boulders include predation by feral 
cats Felis catus and small-spotted genet Genetta genetta. Dis-
turbance due to uncontrolled tourism and recreational use in 
areas adjacent to Table Mountain National Park is a problem. 
As a result of strict management measures at Boulders, the 
penguins at this site are remarkably accustomed to people and 
the colony continues to increase in numbers and size, despite 
its exposure to large numbers of visitors. Road-kills, due to 
the colony’s proximity to a major road, do occur but these 
have reduced in number since the appointment of dedicated 
penguin monitors. Speeding vehicles, however, remain an on-
going threat to the safety of penguins on the road. 

Conservation action
A section of this IBA is a declared national park and there-
fore receives full legislative protection under the management 
of SANParks. In line with this declaration, a comprehensive 
management plan exists, which guides the implementation of 
the necessary conservation actions required at the site. How-
ever, the Burghers’ Walk section of the IBA, which is managed 
by the City of Cape Town, does not enjoy the same protection 
or conservation status. 

Conservation actions at Boulders include the control of 
tourism activities; raising visitors’ and local residents’ aware-
ness about the penguins; dedicated monitors patrolling adja-
cent areas to reduce disturbance; the monitoring of stressed 
birds and the appropriate response protocol when necessary; 
and a chick-bolstering project to raise additional birds to fur-
ther supplement the population. 

A Threatened Species Management Plan, involving all 
stakeholders, has also been produced specifically for the Af-
rican Penguin to guide conservation efforts for this species 
across its range.

Related webpage
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/table_mountain/tourism/attractions.
php#boulders 

Further reading
Adams (1991); Cooper et al. (1984); Crawford (1995); Crawford et al. 
(1978); Crawford et al. (1981); Crawford et al. (1982b); Crawford et al. 
(1990); Crawford et al. (1994); Crawford et al. (1995c); Crawford et al. 
(1995d); Crawford et al. (2000); Frost et al. (1976); Hampton et al. (2009); 
Hockey (1983); Hockey et al. (1981); Lewis (2011); Lewis et al. (2012); 
Morant et al. (1981); National Parks Board (1997); Petersen et al. (2006); 
Petersen (1995); Randall RM et al. (1980b); Shelton et al. (1982); Sherley 
et al. (2013); Siegfried (1982); Summers et al. (1977a); Williams (1995); 
Wilson et al. (1988). 
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site description
This IBA extends from the Stony Point seabird colony at Betty’s 
Bay eastward for c. 35 km to the Klein River estuary adjacent to 
CapeNature’s Walker Bay Nature Reserve. This stretch of coast-
line is known locally as the Cape Whale Coast due to the large 
number of southern right whales Eubalaena australis that visit 
its bays each year to breed and calve. The predominantly coastal 
IBA also encompasses, from west to east, the Palmiet estuary, 
the Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system (including the Lam-
loch swamp and CapeNature’s Rooi sand Nature Reserve), the 
smaller Onrus River estuary and Vermont salt pans, and Fern-
kloof Nature Reserve inland of Hermanus. It therefore incor-
porates estuarine systems, a seabird breeding colony and small 
patches of montane fynbos within a semi-urban matrix of small 
coastal towns that include Betty’s Bay, Kleinmond, Fisherhaven, 
Hawston, Vermont, Onrus and Hermanus. 

The Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system covers about 
1 400 ha between Kleinmond and Hawston. The 42-km-long 
Bot River and its main tributary, the 48-km Swart River, drain 
the Houwhoek, Groenland, Swart, Shaw’s and Babilonstoring 
mountains in a catchment area of c. 1 000 km2. Part of this 
catchment also feeds the Klein River. Although its catchment 
is relatively small, the Bot River forms one of the largest open-
water lagoons on the Western Cape coast. It flows into the 
Botrivier Vlei, a shallow, triangular lagoon in a broad valley 
flanked by mountains. The lagoon is separated from the sea 
by a dune belt that is 100–200 m wide and 3–6 m high, and is 
partially vegetated with coastal grasses and shrubs. This belt is 
broken by two narrow berms, at Meerensee and Kleinmond, 
which are occasionally breached either naturally or artificially. 

The water level across the system varies considerably. The 
main lagoon can be up to 7 km long and 2 km wide, and at its 
seaward western end is a shallow side-arm, Rooisand, which 
is connected to it by an 80-m-wide bottleneck called Die Keel. 
When the water level in the main lagoon is low, Rooisand is 
dry; when the water level rises sufficiently, the lagoon floods 
across this area and into the Kleinmond estuary, or vice versa. 

Since the mid-1800s there has been a tendency for the 
Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system to alternate between 
an open estuary and a coastal freshwater lagoon that has no 
more than a tentative link to the sea via the Lamloch swamp. 
The Botrivier Vlei is thus described as an open/closed system, 
with the overflow channel into the Kleinmond estuary pro-
viding the only contact with the sea. The disadvantage of the 
system being closed is that the lagoon cannot discharge its 
suspended mud load or obtain sea water by means of tidal 
exchange. The recruitment of marine fish is also impeded by 
this limited connection. The overflow system acts as a one-
way safety valve that allows excess floodwaters to escape via 
the Kleinmond estuary, but prevents the lagoon from break-
ing open to the sea by natural means. Under certain condi-
tions, however, such as when the catchments of the Isaaks and 
Lamloch rivers receive rain earlier than usual and fill Lam-
loch swamp, the swamp’s water level rises above that of the 
Bot River and its water effectively flows through Die Keel into 
the main Bot River estuary.

Algae, such as Chara species, seem to be present through-
out the Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system but are par-
ticularly dense near its head and in the Lamloch swamp. The 
aquatic vegetation is dominated by Ruppia maritima, which 
occurs throughout the vlei in water shallower than 2.9 m. 
Dense stands of Phragmites australis and Scirpus littoralis oc-
cur in marginally waterlogged areas near the head of Botrivier 
Vlei and in the Lamloch swamp. 

The Klein River estuary is a micro-tidal system fed by the 
Klein River and its tributaries, the Hartebees and Steenbok riv-
ers. Rising in the Kleinrivier Mountains, which lie only 5 km  
in a straight line from the estuary, the Klein River follows an 
approximately 80-km course to the sea. The open water and 
tidal mudflats sections of it are known locally as the Klein 
River lagoon, which is c. 10 km long and about 2 km across 
at its widest point. The Klein River estuary covers c. 1 280 ha,  
with an open water area of about 920 ha making up the bulk 
of the estuarine habitat. Although it is fed mainly by the Klein 
River, which also provides for the agricultural needs in this 
area, up to 30% of the estuary’s flow comes from the moun-
tains on its northern shore. This surface flow recharge of 
high-quality water near its exit to the sea is essential to the 
ecological functioning of the estuary.

The estuary is described as temporarily closed, and the large 
floodplains on its southern shore suggest that there have been 
periods of regular inundation when water levels were high. 
There are now human settlements around the estuary, how-
ever, and the water level is kept low, with artificial breaching 
sometimes used to reduce the risk of flooding. If not carried 
out at the correct time, artificial breaching can reduce the 
scouring effect and lead to the accumulation of sediments in 
the estuary. In addition to the open water, the major habitat 
types at the estuary mouth include salt marsh above the tide 
line, sandbanks and submerged vegetation, all of which pro-
vide essential habitat to a diverse array of waterbirds.   

Approximately 1 800 ha in extent, Fernkloof Nature Reserve 
is situated in the Kleinrivier Mountains, adjacent to the town of 
Hermanus. It conserves primarily fynbos vegetation, with more 
than 1 400 plant species documented so far, as well as small 
pockets of indigenous forest. Sections of the coast within Herm-
anus, including the Cliff Path Nature Area and Vogelgat River, 
as well as parts of the Klein River estuary have now been incor-
porated into this reserve, thus providing a link from the moun-
tains to the sea and conserving additional habitats. Some of the 
vegetation types present are Overberg and Kogelberg Sandstone 
Fynbos, Elim Ferricrete Fynbos and Hangklip Sand Fynbos. The 
Kleinrivier Mountains are also the catchment for a number of 
smaller streams and tributaries in the area. 

birds
The Whale Coast from the penguin colony at Stony Point 
through the Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system to the 
Klein River estuary supports more than 233 bird species, at 
least 86 of which are waterbirds. The wetlands across this IBA 
have historically held up to 25 000 birds and on occasion even 
more than 40 000. The Bot River–Kleinmond system and the 
Klein River estuary are important summer refuges for water-
fowl when ephemeral waters dry up and birds are forced to 
seek permanent water.

At the Bot River estuary, the different ecological condi-
tions that result when the berms are breached and when they 
are closed favour different species guilds. When the mouth 
is open, species that feed on fish and invertebrates are pres-
ent; when it is closed, herbivorous waterfowl move in after a 
certain period. The densities of different bird species utilising 
the estuary are therefore likely to change on a cyclical basis as 
they respond to ecological alterations driven by the estuary’s 
hydrological dynamics. 

The IBA regularly supports large numbers of Anatidae, in-
cluding Yellow-billed Duck Anas undulata and Southern 
Pochard Netta erythrophthalma. Red-knobbed Coot Fulica 
cristata is the dominant waterbird in the Bot River–Kleinmond 
system, where as many as 15 000 birds may be present when 
conditions are favourable. The estuarine systems also hold im-
portant numbers of Cape Shoveler Anas smithii, Black-necked 
Grebe Podiceps nigricollis and Great Crested Grebe P. cristatus, 
which breed here. The waterbodies are considered to be of vital 
importance for Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus, as 
most of its regional population depends on them for long pe-
riods when conditions elsewhere are unfavourable. Important 
numbers of Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus, Hartlaub’s 
Gull Chroicocephalus hartlaubii and Caspian Tern Sterna caspia 
occur regularly. African Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus is oc-
casionally present in small numbers.

In summer, the estuaries have historically supported more 
than 4 000 waders of at least 11 different species, of which 
Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea is dominant. Terns, 
which are at times very abundant, use the estuaries largely as a 
roosting area, from which they move to marine environments 
to feed. African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini 
occurs near the estuary mouths and along sandy beaches on 
the seaward side of the coastal dune fields, where it has been 
recorded breeding. 

Growing numbers of the critically endangered African Pen-
guin Spheniscus demersus are found at Stony Point, Betty’s 
Bay. Important populations of Cape Cormorant Phalacrocorax 
capensis, Bank Cormorant P. neglectus, Crowned Cormorant  
P. coronatus and Cape Gannet Morus capensis also occur here.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Black Oystercatcher, Af-
rican Penguin (948 breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Cape 
Cormorant, Bank Cormorant, Crowned Cormorant and Cape 
Gannet. Regionally threatened species are African Marsh Har-
rier, Caspian Tern, Greater Flamingo and Great White Pelican. 
Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are common 
in the IBA include Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bul-
bul Pycnonotus capensis, Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer and 
Orange-breasted Sunbird Anthobaphes violacea.

Species that meet the 1% or more congregatory population 
threshold are Caspian Tern (maximum 88 individuals; this 
and the following figures are from Harebottle 2012), Greater 
Flamingo (maximum 2 884 individuals), Great Crested Grebe 
(maximum 356 individuals), Black-necked Grebe (maximum 
199 individuals), Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii (maximum 704 
individuals), Sandwich Tern T. sandvicensis (maximum 2 059 
individuals), White-breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus 
(maximum 247 individuals), Cape Shoveler (maximum 1 111 
individuals), Yellow-billed Duck (maximum 2 500 individuals), 
Red-knobbed Coot (maximum 15 352 individuals), Kelp Gull 
Larus dominicanus (maximum 867 individuals), Hartlaub’s Gull 

cape whale coast
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii, iii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 35 240 ha 

Protection: Partially Protected
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(maximum 954 individuals) and Great White Pelican (maxi-
mum 524 individuals). Species that meet the 0.5% congrega-
tory threshold are Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus 
(maximum 125 individuals), Southern Pochard (maximum 
390 individuals), White-backed Duck Thalassornis leuconotus 
(maxi mum 134 individuals) and White-fronted Plover Char
adrius marginatus (maximum 106 individuals). 

conservation issues 
Threats
Changes in the quantity and quality of water entering the Bot 
River–Kleinmond estuarine system and the Klein River and 
Onrus River estuaries represent the major impact on these 
waterbodies. The changes are primarily due to the abstraction 
of water for agricultural and other development activities; wa-
ter use by invasive alien vegetation; and pollution by the run-
off from agricultural areas and the discharge of treated sewage 
effluent. Ultimately the volume, flow regime and quality of 
water moving through an estuary are the most important fac-
tors for maintaining its ecological functioning.

About 60% of the drainage basin is used for agriculture, pri-
marily wheat; much of the remainder of the farmland is sheep 
pasture, although the number of hectares under vineyards is 
increasing. Soil in the catchment is poor and fertilisers are 
used extensively, with run-off into rivers posing a major prob-
lem as nutrient levels in the estuarine systems increase and 
disrupt their ecological functioning. The abstraction and stor-
age (damming) of water to support agricultural activities alter 
the flow regime of rivers and the estuary. Encroachment into 
the riparian zone of streams in the estuary catchment may 
increase erosion, further disturbing the system’s functioning.

Siltation of the estuaries is linked to agricultural activities 
and alterations to flow regimes and has become a major issue. 
Caused by the excessive run-off of surface soil from nearby 
agricultural lands, it builds up in an estuary, particularly at its 
head. At the same time, marine sediments may wash over the 
berm and be deposited at the estuary’s mouth. It is essential 
that the berm is breached so that accumulated sediments can 
be flushed naturally out of the estuary. Changes to the sedi-
ment levels not only reduce the water level, but also alter the 
biotic communities in the estuary, which in turn impacts on 
other trophic levels, for example by changing the composition 
of the bird community.

Controversy has arisen concerning the management of the 
system, specifically with regard to the artificial breaching of 
the dune barrier at the Bot River estuary, which allows estua-
rine conditions to develop in the Bot River–Kleinmond sys-
tem. If the dune barrier is breached every 3–5 years, juvenile 
fish enter the vlei and angling is good in subsequent years. Con-
versely, angling is poor when the dune barrier is not breached. 
Both the Bot River–Kleinmond and Klein River estuaries func-
tion as important nurseries for fish stocks along the coast as far 
afield as Cape Agulhas in one direction and Cape Point in the 
other. This nursery capacity is also severely compromised by  
illegal gill-netting in the Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine sys-
tem and, to a lesser degree, in the Klein River estuary. Although 
good for fish stocks, artificial breaching has been shown to have 
detrimental ecological consequences. When management 

options area being considered, a range of values should be 
taken into account. The ecological integrity of the system is 
especially important, but the interests of the local community 
and tourism as well as the general aesthetic value should also 
be weighed up. When the water level drops the vlei bottom is 
exposed, resulting in massive macrophyte dieback, eutrophi-
cation and the destruction of much of the aquatic flora and 
fauna. The recreational potential of the area is also reduced 
for a considerable period. The breaching cycles need to ac-
count for the requirements of all biodiversity and, in particu-
lar, they should allow the estuary to maintain its capacity as 
a fish nursery. Artificial breaching should be carried out only 
after consultation with scientists from CapeNature and other 
concerned biologists. 

Developments, both residential and commercial, are pres-
ent across the entire IBA and on land adjacent to watercourses 
or within the estuaries. These threaten sensitive vegetation 
types in the landscape surrounding the estuaries, resulting in 
loss of habitat, and may also increase water abstraction from 
rivers and waterbodies in the IBA (groundwater and De Bos 
Dam on the Onrus River supply most of the water to this 
area). Polluted storm-water run-off from hard surfaces and 
fertilised golf courses is also a concern. 

Recreational activities, including boating, kite-boarding, 
flying (gyrocopters), horse-riding, dog-walking and birding, 
occur on estuary shores and can disturb birds. These activities 
need to be managed and the existing zonation of activities en-
forced by CapeNature or the relevant municipal officials at the 
Bot River and Klein River estuaries so that disturbance is re-
duced without affecting the recreational potential of the site. 

Alien vegetation (mainly Australian Acacia and Eucalyptus 
species) grows in the river catchments and along river courses 
that empty into the estuaries, and there are stands of alien veg-
etation on the shores of certain sections of the Bot River and 
Klein River estuaries. Onrus River is also heavily infested. Al-
though projects to clear alien vegetation are under way, they 
need to be intensified in order to increase water flow into the 
estuaries, reduce erosion and hence sedimentation, and allow 
indigenous vegetation to recover. The fynbos that once sur-
rounded Bot rivier Vlei was extremely rich in endemics and 
what is left is of great conservation value. The exotic plants also 
transpire excessively and are inefficient users of water, which 
may disrupt the flow of ground and surface water and the distri-
bution of nutrients, upsetting delicate hydrological conditions.

Poaching, especially illegal gill-netting, affects IBA trigger 
species indirectly, as diving birds get caught in the net. This 
practice also impacts severely on the estuary’s ability to act as 
a fish nursery, one of its primary ecological functions. 

Conservation action
There are formal protected areas (nature reserves) on the 
shores of the Bot River and Klein River estuaries, where con-
servation action focuses mainly on the removal of invasive 
alien vegetation. However, there are no protected areas in 
the estuaries themselves, other than bird sanctuaries that de-
pend on voluntary compliance. Management plans have been 
developed for the Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system 
and the Klein River estuary as part of the C.A.P.E. Estuaries 

Programme, and management forums have been established 
in compliance with the Integrated Coastal Management Act 
and National Estuary Management Protocol. The forums have 
been tasked with implementing the management plans.

The formal protected areas in the IBA are CapeNature’s Rooi-
sand Nature Reserve on the western shore of the Bot River– 
Kleinmond estuarine system; Kleinmond Nature Reserve, 
surrounding the Palmiet estuary; Fernkloof Nature Reserve 
on the northern shore of Klein River estuary and around 
Hermanus; and sections of CapeNature’s Walker Bay Nature 
Reserve on the southern shore of the Klein River estuary. The 
Stony Point penguin colony at Betty’s Bay is a controlled area 
that provides a degree of protection for the penguins and 
other seabirds breeding there. CapeNature is now the formal 
management authority for this site. 

Conservancies also exist in some of the farmland around 
the estuaries, but they are not very active and require reju-
venation. As well as developing a Ramsar application for the 
Bot River–Kleinmond estuarine system, CapeNature is inves-
tigating the possibility of conservancy or other Biodiversity 
Stewardship options for local landowners. 

Additional conservation actions include the monitoring 
of water quality (faecal bacteria) in the estuaries every three 
weeks; summer and winter fish surveys and bird counts; and 
quarterly monitoring of the physical and chemical properties 
(salinity, temperature, dissolved oxygen, pH, turbidity and in-
organic nutrients) at the estuaries of the Bot and Klein rivers. 

Management plans for the artificial breaching of the Bot River 
and Klein River estuaries have been approved by the provin-
cial environmental authority and they are implemented as 
required (to compensate for reductions in flow). Projects to 
clear alien vegetation are carried out in the catchments and 
riparian areas of the estuaries. Some wine farms in the Bot 
River catchment and the Hemel en Aarde valley in the Onrus 
catchment are members of the Biodiversity and Wine Initia-
tive, which assists with environmental management interven-
tions for these areas. Activities that require authorisation from 
the provincial authorities, following a process prescribed in 
the Environmental Impact Assessment regulations, have been 
identified under NEM:PAA. They help to protect biodiversity 
and ecological functioning and prevent pollution, the de-
struction of estuarine and riparian habitat and the disruption 
of natural coastal processes.

Related webpages
www.fernkloof.com
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/walkerbaynaturereserve/ 
www.westerncapebirding.co.za

Further reading
Bally et al. (1985); Branch GM et al. (1985); Cooper et al. (1976); Craw-
ford et al. (2012); Harebottle (2012); Heÿl et al. (1985); Koop (1982); 
Koop et al. (1983); Ryan et al. (1988); Summers et al. (1977a); Summers  
et al. (1977b); Underhill et al. (1984). 

de hoop nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, iii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 34 130 ha

Protection: Fully Protected

site description
De Hoop Nature Reserve is situated near the southern tip of 
Africa, c. 56 km east of Bredasdorp. It comprises a unique di-
versity of natural habitats situated in a mosaic of grain fields 
and wheat pastures, and includes a marine protected area 

that extends c. 5 km offshore and 50 km along the length of 
the reserve. Also included in the reserve is De Hoop Vlei, a 
landlocked, brackish expanse of water that formed when the 
mouth of the Sout River was blocked by the emergence of es-
tuarine sandbars.

The vlei, which is fed by several underground springs and 
the Sout and Potteberg rivers, is separated from the ocean by 
2.5 km of mobile sand dunes. It is c. 15 km long and 0.5 km 
wide and its depth varies considerably, reaching a maximum 
of 8 m during periods of flooding, which may persist for sever-
al years. During floods, large areas of adjacent land, mainly to 
the south-west, are inundated. On the other hand, the vlei has 
dried up completely in times of drought. Salinity can also vary 
considerably; fluctuations of between three and 49 parts per 
thousand have been recorded over a three-year period. The 
area is fairly arid and receives an average rainfall of 400 mm  
p.a. The maritime influence on the climate is obvious, with 
little temperature variation: the annual average minimum 
temperature is 13.3 °C and the maximum is 19.4 °C.

Coastal fynbos growing on limestone or karst hills takes 
up the major part of the reserve. The limestone was depos-
ited over less soluble sandstone during the late Tertiary, and 
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limestone outcrops support an extremely rare fynbos type 
that is rich in endemic flora, containing distinctive plants 
that grow only in alkaline soil. The Potberg, an inselberg of 
sandstone and quartzites holding acidic and nutrient-poor 
soil, rises abruptly in the north-east. The isolated and unique 
nature of this mountain has resulted in the evolution of an un-
usually dry mesic heath that includes many species endemic 
to the mountain.

The reserve’s astonishing terrestrial diversity is coupled 
with a rugged coastline, which is gently concave and faces 
the broadest part of the Agulhas Bank. Along the coast, the 
limestone and sandstone cliffs have been worn into fantastic 
shapes by wind and waves, which have also eroded reefs and 
gullies and scoured out rocky pools that are backed by long 
pristine beaches. The meeting of the icy Benguela and warm, 
subtropical Agulhas currents contributes to the reserve’s di-
versity of habitats, both terrestrial and marine. A system of 
shifting dunes – some up to 100 m high – at Koppie Alleen 
covers c. 1 000 ha. The dunes hold few plant species, but the 
unique dune fynbos is adapted to this unstable environment.

birds
At least 260 species have been recorded at the reserve, 97 of 
which are waterbirds and dependent primarily on the Ramsar-
designated De Hoop Vlei. The vlei supports on average more 
than 8 000 birds, although the system is highly variable and 
numbers of waterbirds visiting and breeding fluctuate consid-
erably, depending on water levels and salinity. In good years 
the vlei has supported more than 30 000 birds, but during 
drought years the numbers are severely depleted.

This is the only locality in South Africa where Greater Fla-
mingo Phoenicopterus roseus has bred successfully (in 1960 

and 1963), and it still occurs regularly at the vlei. The site is 
also occasionally used by important numbers of Lesser Fla-
mingo Phoeniconaias minor. Other non-breeding threatened 
and near-threatened species that occur here include Caspian 
Tern Sterna caspia, Chestnut-banded Plover Charadrius pal
lidus and Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus. The vlei 
also sometimes has extremely large numbers of Yellow-billed 
Duck Anas undulata, Cape Shoveler A. smithii, Red-knobbed 
Coot Fulica cristata and Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyp
tiacus. The surrounding marsh and reedbeds hold African 
Marsh Harrier Circus ranivorus. Damara Tern Sterna balae
narum, which breeds at the nearby Heuningnes Estuary, is oc-
casionally seen along the De Hoop coastline. 

A cliff on Potberg has the only remaining colony of breeding 
Cape Vultures Gyps coprotheres in the Western Cape. At one 
point the population fell to below 50 individuals, but since the 
late 1980s the decline has been reversed and numbers have 
recovered substantially. The improvement can be attributed to 
a change to more vulture-friendly agricultural practices in the 
foraging range of the species. The short restioid fynbos on the 
slopes of Potberg is known to hold Striped Flufftail Sarothrura 
affinis and Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix hottentottus.

There are significant populations of Blue Crane Anthropoi
des paradiseus, Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami, Southern 
Black Korhaan Afrotis afra and Black Harrier Circus maurus 
on the open plains of the reserve, as well as in the modified 
agricultural matrix of the surrounding Overberg Wheatbelt 
IBA (SA115). De Hoop also has several Cape Fynbos EBA  
restricted-range species: Orange-breasted Sunbird Antho
baphes violacea occurs in the ericas, while Cape Sugarbird  
Promerops cafer is almost restricted to the proteoid elements. 
Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis, Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus 
capensis and Cape Siskin Crithagra totta are widespread in the 
fynbos. Some typically karroid birds are also found here, includ-
ing Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii and Grey Tit Parus afer, 
and the localised Agulhas Long-billed Lark Certhilauda brevi
rostris also occurs. Knysna Woodpecker Campethera notata is a 
scarce inhabitant of the forested gorges. The beaches hold breed-
ing pairs of African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Vulture (242 individuals 
and 69 breeding pairs), Lesser Flamingo (average 95, maximum 
1 700 individuals), Secretarybird Sagittarius serpentarius, Blue 
Crane, Denham’s Bustard, Southern Black Korhaan, African 
Black Oystercatcher, Black Harrier, Knysna Woodpecker, Bank 
Cormorant Phalacrocorax neglectus, Crowned Cormorant  
P. coronatus, Cape Cormorant P. capensis, Chestnut-banded Plo-
ver and Maccoa Duck Oxyura maccoa. Regionally threatened 
species are Caspian Tern (average 10, maximum 65 individu-
als), Karoo Korhaan, Greater Flamingo (average 330, maximum 
2 000 individuals), Great White Pelican (average 30, maximum 
250 individuals), Verreauxs’ Eagle Aquila verreauxii, African 
Marsh Harrier, Lanner Falcon Falco biarmicus, Black Stork Ci
conia nigra, Striped Flufftail and Agulhas Long-billed Lark. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are com-
mon in the IBA include Cape Spurfowl, Cape Bulbul, Cape 
Sugarbird, Orange-breasted Sunbird, Cape Siskin, Southern 

Black Korhaan, Agulhas Long-billed Lark and Knysna Wood-
pecker.

Congregatory species meeting the 1% or more population 
threshold are Cape Shoveler (average 650, maximum 3 050 
individuals), Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus (average 
70, maximum 530 individuals), Red-knobbed Coot (average  
4 460, maximum 20 800 individuals), Egyptian Goose (aver-
age 550, maximum 3 200 individuals), White-breasted Cor-
morant Phalacrocorax lucidus (average 70, maximum 730 
individuals), Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus 
(average 90, maximum 530 individuals), Black-necked Grebe 
Podiceps nigricollis (average 30, maximum 420 individuals), 
Maccoa Duck (average 20, maximum 890 individuals), Pied 
Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta (average 20, maximum 40 indi-
viduals), South African Shelduck Tadorna cana (average 50, 
maximum 900 individuals), Spur-winged Goose Plectropterus 
gambensis (average 50, maximum 950 individuals), Greater 
Flamingo, Lesser Flamingo and Caspian Tern. Marsh Sand-
piper Tringa stagnatilis (average five, maximum 370 individu-
als), Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii (average one, maximum 160 
individuals) and Great White Pelican (average 27, maximum 
435 individuals) meet the 0.5% or more population threshold. 

conservation issues 
Threats
The formal proclamation and wise management of the reserve 
have minimised the number of threats facing the area and its 
biodiversity. The major threat comes from invasive alien vegeta-
tion such as Port Jackson Acacia saligna, rooikrans A. cyclops, 
black wattle A. mearnsii and blue gum Eucalyptus species. En-
croachment by alien vegetation leads to transformation and loss 
of habitat for the key trigger bird species and other biodiversity, 
as well as the loss of threatened vegetation types that occur in 
this IBA. The 1 500 plant species found in this small reserve, 
many of which are threatened and/or endemic, represent one of 
the highest diversities in the Cape Floral Kingdom. In the past, 
patches of veld were burned in order to improve grazing, often 
at an undesirable frequency, intensity and season. This resulted 
in many members of the Proteaceae being destroyed before they 
had time to produce seeds. The Bredasdorp coastal strip sup-
ports a large variety of natural floral communities, with many 
endemics occurring in small localised populations. These plants 
are extremely vulnerable to extinction as a result of habitat loss 
and physical disturbance to their environment. Renosterveld 
vegetation occurring farther inland is Critically Endangered and 
more than 90% of it has been ploughed up for agriculture.

Armscor’s development of the Overberg test range next to 
De Hoop in 1983 resulted in increased activity, vehicular use, 
construction, noise pollution and the burning of vegetation, 
all of which have had an impact on the neighbouring land. 
It is possible that this missile-testing facility will cause addi-
tional disturbance, particularly to the Cape Vulture colony. 

Cape Vultures forage widely outside the reserve and are 
vulnerable to the indiscriminate use of poison by small-stock 
farmers targeting mammalian predators such as jackals, car-
acals and dogs. Although the farmers around De Hoop are 
highly responsible and very eager to contribute to conserva-
tion programmes, it must be emphasised that a single poisoned 

carcass could decimate the entire colony. Concerned farmers 
on property near Potberg and adjacent to De Hoop have set 
up a vulture restaurant of their own accord, and the increase 
in vulture numbers in the district can be attributed to the ac-
tive cooperation of enlightened farmers in the area.

Additional threats include disturbance due to recreational 
developments and the footprint of the infrastructure associ-
ated with these developments, as well as fires that may go out 
of control because of the age of the natural vegetation. Wind-
energy facilities are planned for the Overberg region outside 
the boundaries of this IBA. Some of the trigger species, such 
as Cape Vulture and Verreauxs’ Eagle, forage outside the IBA 
and risk collision with these facilities, as do Blue Crane, Den-
ham’s Bustard, Great White Pelican and Secretarybird. The 
area immediately to the north (within 20 km) of the IBA 
forms part of a potential Renewable Energy Development 
Zone (currently a ‘focal area’), as identified in the national 
Strategic Environmental Assessment for Renewable Energy.

Conservation action
De Hoop Nature Reserve was established in 1956 for the pur-
pose of breeding game and several farms have subsequently 
been bought and incorporated into it. The reserve is currently 
administered and managed by CapeNature. De Hoop Vlei was 
designated a Ramsar site in 1975 and expanded in 1986 to in-
clude the section between the causeway at Apolsfontein in the 
north and De Mond in the south. The marine reserve, which 
extends 3 nmi off the coast, was also included in 1986. The 
reserve is formally protected as a provincial nature reserve, 
gazetted through NEM:PAA. The offshore section is a marine 
protected area, which was originally proclaimed under the 
Marine Living Resources Act but now falls under NEM:PAA. 
The reserve also forms part of a World Heritage Site. 

Comprehensive management plans are required by law 
for all formally protected areas in South Africa. CapeNature 
is in the process of drafting Protected Area management 
plans for all its proclaimed nature reserves, and the plan for 
De Hoop will be finalised and submitted to the Minister of 
Environmental Affairs in 2015. In the meantime, an annual 
plan of operations guides all management actions in the re-
serve. CapeNature staff oversee all aspects of management 
with respect to conservation, such as alien plant eradication, 
law enforcement and regular bird monitoring counts at De 
Hoop Vlei and the Potberg vulture colony, as well as infra-
structure maintenance. A private partner has developed cer-
tain tourism facilities and activities within the reserve and is 
responsible for managing them. The Potberg Environmental 
Education Centre in the reserve is used by schools as part of 
their curriculum for environmental education.

Related webpage
www.capenature.co.za/reserves/dehoopnaturereserve/ 

Further reading
Avery et al. (1985); Bennett et al. (1993); Boshoff (1981, 1987, 1990); 
Boshoff et al. (1981); Boshoff et al. (1985); Boshoff et al. (1990); Coetzee 
(1986); Cowan (1995); Cowling et al. (1988); Gell et al. (2003); Scott 
(1991, 1995); Wright (2014b). 
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site description
Dyer Island is one of two low-lying islands situated 4.7 km 
south-east of Danger Point; the nearest harbour is at Klein-
baai/Franskraal, just south of Gansbaai. Its coastline is rug-
ged, with some low rocky areas spreading inland. This flat, 
low-lying island reaches 7 m a.s.l. at its highest point and is 
covered by a pebble surface with little sand. The mixed veg-
etation consists primarily of species of the Mesembryanthe-
maceae family and exotic weeds. In the south-eastern section 
of the island are several buildings that house the island staff, 
boats and stores. The smaller Geyser Island also forms part of 
the IBA and Dyer Island Nature Reserve.

birds
CapeNature has recorded 12 seabird and five terrestrial spe-
cies breeding on the island (Birss et al. 2012). Unfortunately, 
as in the cases of other island IBAs in the Western Cape that 
have been gazetted specifically for their seabirds, these species 
have shown major declines from the numbers recorded in the 
original IBA description (Barnes 1998).

The African Penguin Spheniscus demersus population at 
Dyer Island is in rapid decline. Although the island supported 
some 72 500 birds in 1976, it is thought that the population 
may have fallen below 3 000 pairs by 1997. It now numbers 
approximately 1 000 breeding pairs.

The discovery of Leach’s Storm Petrel Oceanodroma leu
corhoa in several of the stone walls on the island in October 
1995 was the first evidence of a procellariiform breeding in 
southern Africa. In November 1996 at least 19 birds were 
heard calling from within the walls and one was found to be 
incubating an egg. It was estimated that 8–9 pairs were breed-
ing. In early February 1997 the nest contained a month-old 
chick and chicks were heard calling from two other nests, 
confirming breeding for this species. 

In 1996, after an absence of some 25 years, Roseate Tern 
Sterna dougallii, which breeds regularly only at two other is-
lands in southern Africa (Bird and St Croix Islands, part of 
the Algoa Bay Islands IBA, SA095), attempted to breed again 
at Dyer Island. The attempt failed, it is suspected as a result of 
human disturbance. However, in subsequent years the species 
remained on the island and a small breeding colony persists. 
Caspian Tern Sterna caspia has also been recorded breeding 
on the island and has been listed as an additional IBA trigger 
species. 

Many other species breed on this island, including 
large numbers of Cape Cormorant Phalacrocorax capensis 
(approxi mately 12% of the species’ population) and small 
numbers of White-breasted Cormorant P. lucidus, Bank Cor-
morant P. neglectus and Crowned Cormorant P. coronatus. 
Numbers of Bank and Cape Cormorants have declined in re-
cent years, while numbers of Crowned Cormorant seem to 
have remained stable. Several large colonies of Hartlaub’s Gull 
Chroicocephalus hartlaubii and Swift Tern Thalasseus bergii 
breed on the island. Sandwich Tern T. sandvicensis, Common 
Tern Sterna hirundo, Arctic Tern S. paradisaea and Antarctic 
Tern S. vittata all form large mixed tern roosts with the breed-
ing Swift Terns. 

Dyer Island is also estimated to hold more than 1% of the 
world’s African Black Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini 
population.

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are African Penguin (975 breed-
ing pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Bank Cormorant (nine breed-
ing pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Cape Cormorant (24 000 
breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012), Crowned Cormorant 
(266 breeding pairs; Crawford et al. 2012) and African Black 
Oystercatcher (21 breeding pairs; Birss et al. 2012). Regionally 
threatened species are Roseate Tern (15–30 breeding pairs; 
Birss et al. 2012) and Caspian Tern (four breeding pairs; Birss 
et al. 2012). 

Congregatory species with more than 1% of the population 
represented are Cape Cormorant and African Black Oyster-
catcher. More than 0.5% of the population of Hartlaub’s Gull 
(160 breeding pairs; Birss et al. 2012) and Swift Tern (500 
breeding pairs; Birss et al. 2012) are present on the island.

conservation issues 
Threats
The main focus of conservation on this island nature reserve is 
the seabird colonies, which are the reason for the island being 
given IBA status (Barnes 1998). The threats facing the seabirds 
on Dyer Island are not dissimilar to those impacting other 
colonies around the east and west coasts of South Africa. In 
particular, the seabirds are impacted by an increase in compe-
tition for food resources. Competition with commercial fish-
eries, especially purse-seining for surface-shoaling fish such 
as anchovy Engraulis capensis and pilchard Sardinops sagax, 
has been implicated as one of the most significant factors 

causing seabird population declines in the region. Anchovy 
recruitment was impaired and stocks were greatly reduced 
between 1989 and 1990, which may have triggered mass pen-
guin emigration. It is thought that birds that used to breed 
at Dyer Island may have relocated to Stony Point, Boulders 
Beach, Robben Island and as far east as St Croix in the Algoa 
Bay Islands IBA, where the populations are growing steadily. 
It has been recommended that marine reserves with a radius 
of 25 km be created around important breeding islands. Com-
mercial fishing should be banned or restricted within these 
zones. Regulations of this type may prevent the local deple-
tion of food resources that contributes to low breeding suc-
cess and may precipitate mass desertion of these colonies.

Loss of suitable breeding habitat for seabirds and degrada-
tion of habitat by pollution are also threats. Pollution includes 
both chronic and catastrophic oil pollution by crude oil or 
other pollutants that spill into the ocean when tankers run 
aground and break open, wash their tanks, dump cargo or 
pump bilge. Chronic plastic pollution also occurs and can re-
sult in birds either becoming entangled in plastic that washes 
up on the breeding islands or ingesting plastic when they are 
foraging in the open ocean. 

Another threat is disturbance due to uncontrolled tour-
ism activities, in conjunction with disturbance that can be 
generated through monitoring activities. CapeNature is very 
aware of the latter issue and ensures that negative impacts 
are minimal. Tourism to the reefs around the island to see 
great white shark is increasing and the industry needs to be 
carefully monitored. Landings on the island are currently not 

permitted. Several introduced species also occur on the tree-
less Dyer Island, including 15 exotic plants, which are mostly 
small weeds and forbs.

The Cape fur seal Arctocephalus pusillus population on 
nearby Geyser Island has been growing steadily. There has 
been an increase in the number of cases of seals mauling 
and killing penguins and Cape Cormorant fledglings. Cer-
tain ‘rogue’ individuals seem to be the principal agents of this 
mortality and it is important that management action be in-
troduced to eliminate the animals responsible. Furthermore, 
increased seal numbers, coupled with the animals’ ability to 
outcompete and displace birds at breeding islands, pose a ma-
jor threat to all breeding seabirds.

dyer island nature reserve
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4i, ii, iii)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 390 ha  •  Protection: Fully Protected
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site description
This complex wetland system lies at the southern tip of Africa,  
south of Bredasdorp, and consists of the Nuwejaars River and 
its associated marshes, Zoetendalsvlei, Voëlvlei and Was-
kraalvlei; and the Heuningnes River and its estuary, which is 
located in De Mond Nature Reserve. The Heuningnes River 
mouth is the southernmost estuary in Africa and is formed 
where the river reaches the sea through a double ridge of 
sand dunes. This river has two major tributaries: the Kars 
River, which has its source in the Bredasdorp Mountains and 

flows 75 km before emptying into Zoetendalsvlei; and the 
Nuwejaars River, which rises in the Bredasdorp Mountains, 
Koueberge and Soetanysberg and runs some 55 km from its 
primary source to Zoetendalsvlei. 

The IBA boundary extends inland from De Mond Nature 
Reserve to beyond the confluence of the Nuwejaars River and 
Zoetendalsvlei and then in a north-westerly direction to the 
junction of the R43 and R319, c. 5 km south of Bredasdorp. 
It turns westward and continues to the small town of Elim, 
following the northern border of the Nuwejaars Wetland Spe-
cial Management Area. This special management area, which 
stretches down to Agulhas National Park, is an innovative ap-
proach to land management that combines commercial agri-
culture with conservation. It covers c. 45 000 ha in total, with 
a core conservation area of 22 000 ha, and it includes Zoet-
endalsvlei, Voëlvlei and Waskraalvlei. Beyond Elim, the IBA 
boundary continues westward past Baardskeerderbos before 
turning south-west to the coast, meeting it at Franskraal and 
thus including the smaller Uilenkraals Estuary. The boundary 
turns east, following the rugged southern Cape coastline past 
Cape Agulhas, the southernmost tip of Africa, and back to 
De Mond Nature Reserve. The IBA thus incorporates Agulhas 
National Park, which was proclaimed in September 1999 and 
has grown over the years to cover c. 21 000 ha of the Agulhas 
Plain region.  

The wetland systems and inland lakes of the Nuwejaars 
Wetland Special Management Area and Agulhas National 

Park are connected by the Nuwejaars River and act as a res-
ervoir, absorbing excess water flow. Although the Voëlvlei 
system usually drains into the Nuwejaars River, during peri-
ods of flooding the opposite occurs and the river’s waters fill 
Voëlvlei. Then, as the flooding subsides, the flow reverts to 
its normal direction. The Nuwejaars River empties into Zoet-
endalsvlei and when this system is full it overflows into the 
Heuningnes River, which in turn feeds the Heuningnes Estu-
ary. The entire catchment area is relatively small at 1 401 km2. 
The estuary drains the flat, low coastal plain of the Zoeten-
dals Valley. The Nuwejaars River marshes consist of a series of 
wetlands on the farms Heuningrug and Wiesdrif on the west 
bank of Zoetendalsvlei. The primary wetland area is found be-
tween Heuningrug and Wiesdrif.

Vegetation types, plant species composition and water lev-
els are diverse, producing a mosaic of prime palustrine wet-
land habitats for rallids. A second important wetland area is 
the 5-km stretch of the Nuwejaars River close to Modder vlei. 
Where the river runs in a well-defined channel lined with 
exotic trees, its banks are narrow and muddy, with little or 
no fringing sedges. Instead, dense stands of palmiet extend 
over the water. In other areas, the river broadens out and is 
bordered by beds of sedges and reeds, with scrub, restios and 
grass on drier land. On small tributary streams there are pools 
and patches of flooded vegetation. Many of the drainage chan-
nels are poorly defined and run-off into the estuary occurs 
via vleis and marshes, which constitute large areas of wetland. 
This area is currently being cleared of alien vegetation.

The Heuningnes Estuary comprises an extensive bay with 
sand, mudflats and tidal salt marsh. A causeway 1.3 km 
from the ocean obstructs tidal flow considerably in the up-
per reaches of the estuary and at 12 km upstream the tidal 
influence is marginal. A result of the obstruction is that only 
the final 2-km stretch of the estuary shows typical estuarine 
features, such as strong tidal activity and clear water with a 
high salinity. A significant characteristic of the lower estuary, 
which formed after the mouth was kept open artificially, is a 
large inner delta. The flatness of the area causes the estuary 
channel to meander irregularly over the sandy plain between 
the two dune ridges. Long periods of precipitation can cause 
extensive flooding, whereas at other times the river flow can 
be insufficient to keep the mouth open. 

birds
The wetlands of the Agulhas Plain and associated protected 
areas and the agricultural matrix provide excellent habitat 
for a wide diversity of birds, including waterbirds, threatened 
raptors, Palearctic migratory raptors and large terrestrial spe-
cies such as bustards and Blue Crane Anthropoides paradiseus. 
The rank reed growth of the wetland system is ideal habitat 
for the more secretive rallid species. Baillon’s Crake Porzana 
pusilla is uncommon but probably breeds here; Red-chested 
Flufftail Sarothrura rufa has been recorded at one pair per 
0.25 ha; and African Rail Rallus caerulescens and Black Crake 
Amaurornis flavirostra are widespread and abundant. Greater 
Painted-snipe Rostratula benghalensis, of the isolated and de-
clining Western Cape breeding population, is also present, but 
not in large numbers. The shy Hottentot Buttonquail Turnix 

hottentottus has been recorded in Agulhas National Park and 
is likely to be found in other suitable habitat in the IBA, and 
the secretive Striped Flufftail Sarothrura affinis probably also 
occurs in the region. 

This IBA and the Overberg Wheatbelt (SA115) represent 
the stronghold for Blue Crane. The birds occasionally roost 
and feed at open-water pools surrounded by tall sedges in the 
wetland system and on adjacent agricultural land through-
out the region, and large numbers of them regularly undergo  
synchronised flightless moulting in the wetlands. Caspian 
Tern Sterna caspia and Kittlitz’s Plover Charadrius pecuarius 
breed regularly at De Mond Nature Reserve, which is also one 
of only two protected, confirmed breeding sites for Damara 
Tern S. balaenarum in South Africa. The pebble slacks be-
hind the beach previously held 15% of the national breeding 
population of this species. African Black Oystercatcher Hae
matopus moquini breeds and the threatened Cape Cormorant 

agulhas plain–heuningnes estuary
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i)  •  Province: Western Cape  •  Size: 185 770 ha  •  Protection: Partially Protected

The poaching of abalone Haliotis asinina and other marine 
resources, potential outbreaks of disease and the impacts of 
climate change are also noted as threats to the seabirds. An 
outbreak of an epizootic occurred in 2002, affecting five off-
shore islands in the Western Cape. Since then, outbreaks of 
avian cholera Pasteurella multocida have occurred annually 
on Dyer Island. However, these outbreaks are carefully moni-
tored and managed by CapeNature staff in order to reduce 
seabird mortalities.  

Conservation action
Dyer Island is State-owned and administered and managed 
by the Walker Bay office of CapeNature based in Herma-
nus. This status affords the island the necessary protection, 
management planning and associated resources required for 
long-term conservation. A number of actions deal with all the  
aspects of conservation management at this site, as laid out in 
detail in the Dyer Island Nature Reserve Complex Protected 
Area Management Plan of 2012. These actions include (but 
are not limited to) finalising the legal status and expansion of 
the reserve as far as possible; co-operative governance with all 
relevant government departments and other agencies; ecosys-
tem and biodiversity monitoring and management; law en-
forcement and compliance; infrastructure management and 
maintenance; and disaster management. 

Seabird populations on specific islands are seldom stable 
over long periods and they go through spells of flux. The most 
important island at any one time may be of minimal signifi-
cance a few decades later. It is imperative that the entire net-
work, including other IBAs of the Western Cape and Eastern 
Cape where threatened birds breed or could breed, is suitably 
protected.

Related webpages
www.capenature.co.za
Dyer Island Conservation Trust: www.dict.org.za/index.php

Further reading
Adams (1991); Birss et al. (eds) (2012); Branch (1991); Brooke et al. 
(1986); Cooper (1981); Cooper et al. (1983); Cooper et al. (1984); 
Cooper et al. (1986); Cooper et al. (1989); Crawford (1995); Crawford 
et al. (1978); Crawford et al. (1981); Crawford et al. (1982a); Crawford 
et al. (1982b); Crawford et al. (1983); Crawford et al. (1989); Crawford 
et al. (1990); Crawford et al. (1994); Crawford et al. (1995c); Crawford 
et al. (1995d); Crawford et al. (2011); Crawford et al. (2012); Frost et al. 
(1976); Furness et al. (1982); Hockey et al. (1981); Morant et al. (1981); 
Rand (1963); Randall et al. (1980a); Randall et al. (1980b); Shelton et 
al. (1982); Siegfried (1982); Summers et al. (1977a); Underhill et al. 
(2006); Waller et al. (2007); Whittington (1996); Whittington et al. 
(1995); Whittington et al. (1998); Whittington et al. (1999); Williams 
et al. (1990); Wilson et al. (1988). 

agulHas Plain – 
Heuningnes estuary iBa

0        5       10                 20  km ➣

N

stanford

gansbaai elim

struisbaai

napier

Bredasdorp

Pearly Beach

quoin Point

Cape agulhas

agulhas nP

de mond
nr

Uilenkraals
Estuary

Heuningnes
Estuary

Voëlvlei

Zoetendalsvlei

Western Cape

ATLANTIC OCEAN

blue crane  AlBERT fROnEmAn

http://www.capenature.co.za
http://www.dict.org.za/index.php


240  IBA DIRECTORY 2015   wEsTERn CApE  241

Phalacrocorax capensis roosts along the entire coastline of the 
IBA. Bank Cormorant P. neglectus and African Penguin Sphe
niscus demersus also occasionally roost along this coastline. 

Three hundred pairs of Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus regu-
larly nest in the dunes a few kilometres to the north-east of 
the Heuningnes Estuary, while Great White Pelican Peleca
nus onocrotalus, Lesser Flamingo Phoeniconaias minor and 
Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus occasionally occur in 
large numbers, frequenting the salt pans in Agulhas National 
Park. Substantial numbers of migrant Palearctic and resident 
waders regularly use the Heuningnes Estuary and other wet-
lands in the IBA. They include Curlew Sandpiper Calidris fer
ruginea, Little Stint C. minuta, Common Greenshank Tringa 
nebularia, Ruff Philomachus pugnax, Common Ringed Plo-
ver Charadrius hiaticula, Chestnut-banded Plover C. pallidus 
and Kittlitz’s Plover. The area hosts important populations of 
White-fronted Plover C. marginatus, Common Tern Sterna 
hirundo, which occurs in very high numbers, Sandwich Tern 
Thalasseus sandvicensis, Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybrida 
and White-breasted Cormorant Phalacrocorax lucidus. The 
historic salt pans on the Brandfontein road and Melkbos Pan 
near the Rietfontein homestead provide a food source for 
thousands of waders, especially as the water level drops. The 
Heuningnes Estuary also often produces rare or vagrant spe-
cies in early summer when the migratory birds return. 

Black Harrier Circus maurus and African Marsh Harrier 
C. ranivorus, as well as large numbers of African Fish Eagle 
Haliaeetus vocifer and Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus, are 
present, and breed, across the Agulhas Plain and its associ-
ated wetlands. African Grass Owl Tyto capensis is widespread 
across the plain and at least one pair has been recorded breed-
ing in De Mond Nature Reserve. Marsh Owl Asio capensis 
is also likely to occur. Southern Black Korhaan Afrotis afra, 

Denham’s Bustard Neotis denhami and Secretarybird Sagittar
ius serpentarius are found in both the agricultural matrix and 
the protected areas of this IBA. The area is part of the strong-
hold of the threatened Agulhas Long-billed Lark Certhilauda 
brevirostris, which occurs only in the south-western Cape, and 
also supports Cape Clapper Lark Mirafra apiata and Cape Sis-
kin Crithagra totta, as well as other fynbos-endemic species. 

iba trigger species
Globally threatened species are Cape Cormorant, Damara 
Tern, Chestnut-banded Plover, African Black Oystercatcher, 
Lesser Flamingo, Blue Crane, Denham’s Bustard, Southern 
Black Korhaan, Secretarybird, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bel
licosus, Black Harrier and Hottentot Buttonquail. Regionally 
threatened species are African Marsh Harrier, Lanner Falcon 
Falco biarmicus, African Grass Owl, Greater Flamingo, Cas-
pian Tern, Karoo Korhaan Eupodotis vigorsii, Agulhas Long-
billed Lark, Striped Flufftail and Greater Painted-snipe. 

Restricted-range and biome-restricted species that are com-
mon in the IBA include Cape Spurfowl Pternistis capensis and 
Cape Bulbul Pycnonotus capensis. Locally common species  
include Cape Sugarbird Promerops cafer, Orange-breasted Sun-
bird Anthobaphes violacea, Agulhas Long-billed Lark, Cape 
Siskin and Cape Clapper Lark, while Southern Black Korhaan, 
Karoo Korhaan, Hottentot Buttonquail and Striped Flufftail are 
uncommon.  

conservation issues 
Threats
Agricultural activities have transformed much of the fynbos 
and renosterveld in this region and impoundments and the 
abstraction of water along watercourses have led to irrevers-
ible damage to the wetland habitats. Fortunately, the current 

approach to agricultural production takes these threatened 
vegetation types into consideration and rehabilitation is 
under way in certain areas. Agricultural activities are also 
responsible for pollutants such as chemical pesticides and 
fertilisers entering the ecosystem, and overgrazing can lead 
to erosion across large areas. High levels of nutrients in the 
river and wetland systems and the abstraction of water may 
alter water-flow regimes in the estuary and lead to occasional 
outbreaks of Escherichia coli.

Invasive alien vegetation represents a major threat to the 
biodiversity of the Agulhas Plain. This vegetation was actively 
planted in the past to facilitate land stabilisation, but it has 
encroached over large areas, transforming habitat and caus-
ing water loss in the wetland systems. In addition, fires occur 
more frequently than is natural, leading to a reduction in the 
abundance of certain fynbos elements.  

Residential developments may impact on the Heuningnes 
Estuary in future, but for now they are contained within near-
by settlements. The expansion of residential areas at Struis-
baai and Arniston may encroach on agricultural land, which 
provides habitat for birds such as Blue Crane, a prolific species 
in the area. Human disturbance in this mixed-use landscape 
could prevent large terrestrial species from breeding, while 
illegal actions such as off-road driving within the protected 
area boundaries are likely to cause sensitive species such as 
Damara Tern and African Black Oystercatcher to abandon 
their nests, resulting in decreased reproductive rates for these 
threatened species.

This is one of the most interesting and important wetland 
systems in South Africa in terms of vegetation diversity and its 
great variety of seasonal and permanent palustrine habitats. 
At lower latitudes, any African rallid of palustrine wetlands 
could occur and breed in an area such as this. Unfortunately, 
such habitats are now extremely rare in Africa as a result of 
being modified or even destroyed. 

Most of the catchment is on privately owned farmland. 
Several impoundments in the form of irrigation dams and 
weirs have been constructed on the Kars River. Any further 
damming of the tributaries could have serious implications 
for the flow of fresh water into the Heuningnes estuarine sys-
tem. The causeway in the intertidal zone, 1.3 km upstream of 
the mouth, obstructs tidal exchange and has altered the char-
acter of the upper estuary, which now resembles a slack and 
turbid river. When the estuary was in its natural state, water 
would dam up behind the dune barrier, forming a 2.5-km-
long lagoon between the dune ridges. During floods, the 
barrier would be breached, opening up the mouth. The es-
tuary mouth probably moved considerably, shifting by up to  
2 km along the beach. Whenever the mouth closed, extensive 
flooding occurred in the agricultural hinterland, destroying 
crops and causing the widespread loss of topsoil.

The sand dunes on either side of the estuary and the dune 
north of it were stabilised by being planted with alien marram 
grass Arenaria ammophilla, which prevents sand from mi-
grating across the river and blocking the channel. The width 
of the mouth has been reduced and the mouth is confined ar-
tificially by brushwood barriers and dune afforestation. These 
barriers prevent the mouth from migrating on a large scale 

and the formation of a natural sand spit. The considerable sta-
bilisation of the estuary and the alteration of its natural flow 
may have affected how it functions. The construction of road 
protection levees has reduced tidal activity, resulting in the 
colonisation of salt marsh by coastal dune plants. Above the 
salt marsh, the floodplain vegetation is heavily grazed. 

Conservation action
The IBA consists of a mix of protected and unprotected land 
within an agricultural matrix. Approximately 21 000 ha fall 
within Agulhas National Park, another 45 000 ha are in the 
Nuwejaars Wetland Special Management Area, and the re-
mainder of the formally protected land is in CapeNature’s De 
Mond Nature Reserve. The critical habitats – the Heuningnes 
Estuary and the Agulhas Plain wetland system – are therefore 
under some form of protection. De Mond State Forest was 
established in 1975 to preserve the Heuningnes Estuary and 
adjoining coastal fynbos vegetation. The estuary and dunes 
on either side are a Ramsar site, designated in 1986. 

Like all gazetted protected areas, Agulhas National Park and 
De Mond Nature Reserve are guided by detailed management 
plans and annual plans of operation. However, conservation 
action is not limited to the formally protected areas, and the 
well-managed Nuwejaars Wetland Special Management Area, 
soon to be gazetted as a Protected Environment, contrib-
utes substantially to conservation in the region, as does the 
Agulhas Biodiversity Initiative, which helps to coordinate the 
activities of multiple organisations at a landscape scale. Envi-
ronmental education and awareness campaigns have played a 
role in the work of groups such as the Overberg Crane Group 
and Agulhas Biodiversity Initiative to reduce the threats to 
biodiversity from agricultural production. Together with a 
more enlightened approach to sustainable farming, they have 
helped provide a platform for conservation and agriculture to 
co-exist. 

The actions undertaken in both the formally and the infor-
mally protected areas include the eradication of alien vegeta-
tion; the restoration and rehabilitation of degraded land; the 
re-introduction of species, including large mammals, that en-
hance the functioning of the ecosystem; and fire management, 
law enforcement and infrastructure maintenance where nec-
essary. The Heuningnes Estuary Management Forum imple-
ments a management plan for the estuary. A number of skills 
development, tourism and cultural preservation projects are 
also under way to improve the socio-economic conditions of 
people living in this region. 

Related webpages
www.sanparks.co.za/parks/agulhas/ 
www.nuwejaars.com/index.html 
www.westerncapebirding.co.za/overberg/routes.php 

Further reading
Bickerton (1984); Burger et al. (1980); Cowan (1995); Cowan et al.  
(1996); Crawford et al. (1982a); Lombard et al. (1997); Mangnall et al.  
(2002, 2003); Pence et al. (2003); Rouget (2003); Ryan et al. (1999); 
Summers et al. (1976); Taylor (1997a, 1997b); Turpie et al. (2007); 
Underhill et al. (1984); Williams et al. (2004). 
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CBD : Convention on Biological Diversity
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SABAP1 : Southern African Bird Atlas Project 1
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