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The Klaserie Drift Safari Camps Group comprises of 2 camps which are
ideally located to enjoy all the wildlife Africa has to offer, in a private and
secluded setting; featuring the big five, incredibly diverse landscapes and
comfortable accommodation with all modern amenities.
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Editor’s note

S

tatistics from literacy tests at
the International Progress
in International Reading
Literacy Study in 2016 showed
that 78% of grade 4 learners in
South Africa can’t read. Of the
50 countries tested, South Africa
scored the lowest and showed
no improvement from the same
research five years ago.
Further to this, the South African
Demographic and Health Survey in
2016 found that 27% of children in
the country suffer from stunting,
meaning their brains are not
developing as they should due to
a lack of nutrition. The impairment
caused by stunting is irreversible
and leads to low productivity
and achievement at school. Both
these factors inevitably lead to
unemployment and fuel the
ongoing cycle of poverty.
Looking at these alarming statistics
on the basic literacy and nutrition
of South Africa’s youth, it once
again became evident that we as
individuals cannot wait for change
to happen. Each of us need to
be proactive by identifying and

actioning viable solutions to the
ever-increasing problems within
our society.
At Eco Children, we are dedicating
2018 to actively improving the
literacy levels at our adopted
schools by creating access to more
libraries and reading resources.
We will also be looking at how
reading is being taught in our
adopted schools and attempt
to add to our teacher support
structures to improve these
teaching practices. Furthermore,
it is vitally important that we
continue to grow our Eco Village
programme and promote
sustainable food production within
our communities. Not only to
promote healthy living but also
to educate people around the
dangers of stunting.
We believe our efforts will have
positive outcomes within the
communities where we work and
hope that our passion for the
children and development of our
beautiful country will inspire others
to do the same and add value
where they can.

Klaserie
Chronicle

Readers’ Queries
The Klaserie Chronicle is published quarterly and distributed to
KPNR members, as well as Eco Children donors, partners and
Chronicle advertisers. For any contributions or queries please
email admin@ecochildren.co.za
or contact Laura on 082 713 7550.
We love to hear from you.
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This edition of the Klaserie Chronicle is
once again filled with stunning wildlife
photography, informative and interesting
conservation articles as well as beautiful
and uplifting community news. From baby
rhinos released into the wild to a once-ina-lifetime pangolin sighting, there is never
a dull moment in the Klaserie and we look
forward to a busy year of positive change
and more astonishing wildlife magic.
A big thank you to the editorial team who
continue to exceed my expectations and
to our dedicated contributors who share
their knowledge and exhilarating wildlife
encounters with us every quarter.
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.

“A river winding between thornveld thickets, unfolding from the feet of the
Drakensberg Mountains; the Klaserie remains alluringly untamed as one of
Kruger’s most exclusive alcoves.”

Tel : 021 712 5284/85 | Email : reservations@sundestinations.co.za
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Orphaned rhino calves

back in the wild
Article and photos by Harriet Nimmo

Five rhino orphans released onto a secure private reserve are offering a glimmer of hope in
the war against poaching.
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R

hino Revolution (RR) has successfully released
five orphaned rhino calves back into the wild. The
calves were all victims of poaching – their mothers
murdered for their horns. Two of the orphans, Nkonzo
and Masingita were rescued in the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR).

The first five calves received at the facility were gradually
introduced to each other and quickly formed a tight
sociable group called a crash. Now that they have reached
the ages of two to three years, they are old enough to
fend for themselves in the wild. The calves have all been
dehorned to deter poachers.

Masingita was found in November 2015, aged
approximately 3 months old. Masingita means miracle
in Tsonga. Her mother’s carcass was found by tracking
blood spattered drag marks in the sand. It was a further
24 hours before finding the calf and transferring her
to RR by helicopter. On arrival, she was suffering from
post-traumatic stress syndrome, and was so terrified of
the dark one of the veterinary nurses had to stay with her
round the clock for the first month.

The calves have initially been released onto a secure
private reserve, where there are no wild rhino who would
fight them for territory. The reserve is protected with
security cameras, dog patrols, mounted anti-poaching
teams and aerial patrols. A research study, led by
University of Pretoria, is assessing the adoption of the
orphans back into the wild. They are being monitored,
at a distance, to record body condition, behaviour and
their dung analysed to test their dietary health and stress
levels.

Nkonzo was rescued in June 2016, aged about 3.5 months
old. His mother was poached during the full moon period,
and it took five days of relentless searching from the air
and on the ground to locate her terrified calf. His name
means tracks in Shangaan, as it is thanks to a great many
rescuers who worked tirelessly day and night following his
tracks to enable them to find him and get him safely to
the RR Orphanage. He had been attacked by lions whilst
guarding his mother’s body, and his body was covered in
scratches.
Five rhino calves have been rehabilitated by RR over a
period of two years – the calves arriving from different
reserves and at different ages. They have been cared for
at RR’s Orphanage and Rehabilitation Centre, outside
Hoedspruit. This is a closed facility, with no public access,
in order to keep human contact to a minimum. It has
always been RR’s aim to raise the orphans to be released
back into the wild as undomesticated, self-sustaining
animals.
RCVS Veterinary nurses Natalie Rogers and Jade Aldridge
have looked after the calves since their arrival. “So much
care has gone into looking after these traumatised babies
over the years. We are both so delighted that we have
achieved what we set out to do, by following our closed
facility model - we hope we have given them the best
possible chance to be wild rhino,” said Natalie.

Once they have settled into their new environment, they
will be introduced into a larger section of the conservancy
that currently has white rhino, so that they can integrate
gradually and contribute to the wild population when they
reach breeding age.
“We are extremely proud of these wonderful end results,
they are a glimmer of hope in the poaching war,” said Phil
Ovens, CEO of RR.
RR’s Rehabilitation Facility and Orphanage continues
to work closely with private reserves and the Kruger
National Park, providing the facilities to rescue and care
for traumatised orphans of murdered rhinos. Sadly there
is no let-up in the rhino poaching crisis and our work is
more crucial than ever. RR is tackling the poaching crisis
with a unique three pronged approach: the Rehabilitation
and Orphanage centre, supporting anti-poaching
measures in private reserves, and educating and inspiring
young students from the local communities through its
Green Kidz programme, as well as raising awareness
around the world about rhino conservation issues.
For more information contact info@rhinorevolution.org or
visit their website at rhinorevolution.org.
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Next to the roar of a lion, the wild and ecstatic call of the African Fish Eagle is the most
evocative sound of the African wilderness.

D

escribed as a locally common resident, the African
Fish Eagle Haliaeetus vocifer is a good looking and
popular eagle and well known by everyone. Its
loud ringing call, often in duet by male and female, tells
you this is Africa and it is lovely to hear. Next to the roar
of a lion, the wild and ecstatic call is the most evocative
sound of the African wilderness.

African

Fish Eagle:

A staple favourite
Article by Peter Lawson and photos by Chris Kotze

As the name implies it has a staple diet of mainly fish and
is thus always near water. In the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR) you can find them on both the Klaserie
and Olifants Rivers as well as dams. They often perch high
up on trees close to the shoreline, waiting and watching
for prey below.
The African Fish Eagle calls both in flight and while
perched. It throws its white head back when giving its
familiar yelping call and is lovely to watch when doing
so. In appearance it is unmistakable, with a conspicuous
white head, chest and mantle. The back and wings are
black and the underparts a lovely chestnut colour. The
base of the large bill is yellow, which extends around
the eye. Very often the pair will perch together and it is
wonderful to see the loving pair side by side. They share a
strong bond and are a devoted couple that remain so for
many years.
When fishing, they stoop low over the water with
extended legs and scoop up fish that are near the
surface. They have been known to catch fish as large as
3,5 kg and carry them to a perch to eat. On occasions
they will eat large fish on the ground but prefer to do
so when perched to avoid predation of their dinner.

They are not always successful when fishing and a study
of a pair showed that for every successful strike there
were 14 unsuccessful ones, so they have to work hard for
their dinner.
Although their staple diet is fish they do on occasions
catch other prey such as frogs, monitor lizards, small
water birds and crocodile hatchlings, but mostly they
seem to prefer fish. On the downside though this eagle is
vulnerable to a build-up of agricultural and other poisons
in the body tissue of fish species, as these poisons may
end up in the eagle’s own body fats. This can negatively
influence breeding success.
Breeding takes place mainly during winter when they
build a large platform nest in a fork of a tall riverine tree
and line it with green leaves. Very often the same nest is
used year after year. One to three eggs are laid, with two
being the usual. Sibling aggression has been recorded but
it is quite common for two chicks to be reared. When the
juveniles leave the nest they are the ‘ugly ducklings’ of the
eagle world. They are rather drab and unattractive with
streaky, grey-brown, white and black attire. To reach full,
gorgeous adult plumage takes about five years.
We see these lovely eagles often but they are always
worth watching and not easy to ignore. We are fortunate
that such a lovely large eagle is a common bird in the
KPNR.
Reference: Eagles of Africa by Johann Knobel
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Mphaku Primary
enters phase 2

Photos by Sabrina Chielens

I

n 2017, Eco Children adopted its sixth school, Mphaku
Primary School, in the Acornhoek/Bushbuckridge area
and got to work to establish its sixth Eco Village as
part of the first phase of improvements when a school is
adopted by the organisation.

Quartzite rocks and boulders are abundant in the KPNR and make for great perches for all kinds
of animals.

A short summary
of quartzite
Article and photo by Judy Meeser

W

ould it surprise you to learn that those hard,
white boulder-like rocks we see on the ridges
and hilltops in the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR) were once upon a time, soft, crumbly
sandstone?
The sandstone was formed when sedimentary, sandsized grains of rock material and organic material were
deposited by wind or by water and then cemented
together by silt and clay. Many years later, when
sandstone is changed or metamorphosed by heat and
pressure, the sand grains recrystallize and the silica within
cements them together to produce an inter-locking quartz
of unbelievable strength.
This white rock is called quartzite and is composed mostly
of quartz. Quartz is the most abundant mineral on earth’s
surface and consists simply of one part silicon to two
parts oxygen: SiO2. Quartzite usually has a glassy lustre

and is white or grey, with some other impurities giving it
a characteristic colour like the pinks of rose quartz and
purples of amethyst gem stones.
Quartzite is a poor soil-former and when it eventually
weathers it yields thin, shallow, often barren soils with
low fertility and ability to hold water. Our better soils are
typically in the valleys where finer soil particles collect
when they are washed down. While the fineness of
clay particles tends to cause waterlogging, silt particles
are large enough to drain well but small enough to
retain nutrients that typically bond to smaller particles.
Fortunately, in the KPNR we have a healthy combination
of most soil types.
Today quartzite mostly occurs on hill crests where the less
durable and resistant rocks have been weathered away
and only the quartzite remains.

The Eco Village was completed and handed over to the
school officially in the winter of last year and as 2018
kicked off, phase 2 of improvements kicked off with it.
“The second phase of development when we adopt a
school is always the kitchen refurbishment, as this is
where lunch is prepared for learners at the school and
often consists of a mere shack,” says Corné Havenga, Eco
Children CEO.

By providing the school with a solid kitchen, the
organisation aims to improve the hygiene of the meals
that are served to children at the school every day. “More
than 300 children attend the school and receive lunch
here. For many of them, this is the only meal they receive
all day so it’s imperative that they receive a meal that has
been prepared in a hygienic facility,” said Havenga.
Refurbishment of the old kitchen has already started and
construction is set to be completed before the end of
the first school quarter. This project is sponsored by the
Australian Government’s Direct Aid Programme.

Photo by Sabrina Chielens

The circle of life
Article by Adriaan Jnr Maarschalk and photos by Adriaan Jnr Maarschalk and Ivana Maarschalk

I

t was a normal day in the beautiful Klaserie, perfect
conditions for a late morning game drive, with a
little breeze to help cool us down in the sweltering
heat. Little did we know that we were going to witness
something special because nature is special, even in its
cruellest form.
At around 9:45 on our late morning drive we noticed
some unusual activity. An extremely uncomfortable
looking impala ewe was lying in the shade. There was a
quiet murmur in the vehicle, as we excitedly speculated
what was going on. It became apparent that the impala
was expecting. Were we about to witness new life coming
into the world?
The birth of the baby impala was a fascinating event to
witness. It was impossible to look away as the mother
wrestled through the painful stages of the birthing
process. At last, after what felt like an eternity, the calf was
born. Everyone on the vehicle was excited and happy to
have witnessed something so intense and special. The calf
seemed healthy, just quietly chilling on the ground and

enjoying being groomed by its mother, while also making
some meek attempts to get on its feet.
On the vehicle there was eager anticipation in the wait
for the calf to get on its feet. Google established that it
should take the calf between 15 and 45 minutes to walk.
So, the wait began. As we observed the struggling calf
trying vigorously to get up, there was a sense of hope
in the vehicle. Two hours had passed, and the struggle
still continued. The feeling of hope was slowly starting
to be replaced by uneasiness. We eventually decided to
continue our game drive with an anticlimactic feeling for
not seeing through the process.
On our late afternoon drive we decided to visit the
location again. To our surprise the poor tiring calf was
still trying to get up, only 10 metres from its original
birthplace, with the mother grazing in the background.
The sense and feeling of inevitability overcame us. If this
little impala calf does not get up soon, its fate will be
sealed.

Our worst fears were realised when two prowling hyenas
entered the scene a couple of minutes later. They
immediately visited the birthplace, sniffing and sensing
potential prey. They started to circle around the little calf,
getting closer and closer by the minute. The calf was in
a static position, not a movement made. Everyone in the
vehicle held their breath, the feeling of tension felt in the
silence. The hyenas were still quietly moving around, at
one point it seemed like they had left the site, and we
thought the calf might yet survive. Just as we were about
to heave a sigh of relief, our hopes were crushed when
the hyena made its appearance again. This time, we knew
it was over.

African Summer Spa
8 Raptors Safari Junction

015 793 1895 / 082 370 9845
Email: info@africansummerspa.co.za

Spa • Hair • Nails • Coffee Shop

The hyena zoomed in on the calf and took one bite. The
last thing we heard was a helpless yelp from the little
calf, before the vicious cracking of its skull. The hyena ran
away whilst holding the calf in its mouth, trying to avoid its
counterparts and not willing to share its easy prey. There
was a shocked silence in the bush, the only sound heard
was the calm creaking of the mother impala grazing a
couple of metres away.
This was nature at its cruellest. Eliminating the weak
without showing any mercy. We witnessed something
truly special, the little impala did not have a long life, but
its short life had meaning as it took its place in nature’s
beautiful yet cruel circle of life.
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A very special visit
Article by Ashleigh Donaldson, photo by Stefan Steenkamp

O

ne of the crowning days in a guide’s career is their
first pangolin sighting… And every other pangolin
sighting after that! Most South Africans know this
animal as the one species they haven’t been able to tick
off their list, and many foreign safari guests don’t even
know that they exist. Being nocturnal and shy makes them
especially difficult to find.
Pangolins are also known as scaly anteaters and four
species occur in Africa. The only species found here in
South Africa is known as the Cape or Temminck’s ground
pangolin, Manis temminckii. Pangolins have been around
for millions of years, with the oldest fossils dating back to
between 35 million and 55 million years ago.
The feeding behaviour of the pangolin is unique and
interesting. These animals have strong forearms and large
claws that they use to dig up termite mounds and feed
on the inhabitants. It is believed that pangolins eat more
than 70 million insects per year, mostly made up of ants
and termites. They have long, sticky tongues that they use
to lap up insects that they have dug up. Pangolins do not
have teeth and their food is ground up in their muscular
stomachs against soil and small rocks that are ingested
during feeding. The stomach also has keratinous spines

protruding inwards which help to digest food. The ears
and nostrils of the pangolin can be closed during feeding
to keep insects out.
Other unique behaviours include babies riding on their
mothers’ tails. Pangolins defend themselves by curling up
in a defensive ball and emitting a noxious gas, instead of
trying to get away from danger.
Pangolins are the only mammals with scales, which can
make up to 20% of their body weight. It is because of
these scales that pangolins have been given the title of
the most trafficked animal in the world. It is estimated that
100,000 pangolins are removed from the wild each year.
The scales are used in traditional medicine in parts of Asia
and are dried and roasted to treat palsy and stimulate
lactation among other uses. On top of this, the meat of
pangolins is prized as a delicacy in Asia. All species of
pangolins are protected under international law, and
trade in any pangolin products is prohibited under the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
(CITES) as of September 2016.
Seeing one of these animals healthy and thriving in the
wild was definitely one of the highlights of the year!
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Bagworm: A moth
with a difference
Article by Peter Lawson and photo by Kelly Wilkinson

L

aura Craig of Eco Children and her daughter Kelly,
photographed this unusual but neat little lady in
a skirt. It is a moth known as a bagworm from the
family Psychidae and by its appearance it is certainly not
an “old bag”-worm.
There are a number of species and the larvae of these
moths make portable cases in which they live. This acts
as protection against predators and their mobile homes
are usually well camouflaged. Adult females have lost the
function of their mouthparts and legs, while males are
active diurnal flying moths with well-developed, feathery
antennae.
The life history is fascinating and a true marvel of nature.
As soon as it hatches, before even eating, a bagworm
caterpillar starts to make its case, or bag. It then crawls
inside and does not emerge until it changes into an
adult moth. The cases are fashioned out of silk and plant
material, depending on where the hatching took place.
This is its mobile home. Once the work is complete the
caterpillar begins feeding. It can stick its head and thorax
out of the case to eat, but retreats inside to rest after
securing the case by silken threads to a solid object, such
as a twig. As it grows it adds more material to the front of
the case to increase it in length and diameter.
The young caterpillar is a glutton and continues to guzzle
non-stop until it is too fat and sluggish to eat more. Then
it pupates and reaches adulthood in the spring, either
male or female. Males grow wings and become free-flying
moths but they have no mouthparts and cannot eat. Their
sole purpose in life is to find a female to mate with while
she is in her mobile home. Then he leaves her and dies
(what a way to go). Females never leave their bags but
they don’t resemble moths at all. They are blind, have no
mouthparts and no legs. Soon after mating they lay about
1,500 eggs and then frizzle up and die.
The eggs hatch into tiny caterpillars which leave the
bag. Each one is attached to a fine silken thread which
is fastened to vegetation and the young caterpillars
move up and down the threads without eating for a few
days. This sounds strange but it is one of the marvels of
nature to facilitate distribution and survival in the long
term. The fine threads, with caterpillar attached, get
blown elsewhere in the wind, or they become attached to
animals or birds flying through the web. Should they be

lucky enough to land amongst suitable vegetation they
start eating and the cycle starts all over again, with a bag
being constructed.
Now you may get the impression that with so many eggs
laid by the adult female that in no time there would be
a plague of bagworms consuming all the vegetation,
but not so. In fact, very few survive to adulthood as they
either become food for predators or get distributed to
wrong areas where there is nothing to eat and they die
of starvation. The vast number of eggs laid by each adult
female is nature’s way of making certain the species
survives. As bagworms have limited powers of movement
they would in no time eat up all the food in their area and
die out. Nature makes certain this will not happen.
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Furthermore, in order to be legally issued with a rifle
owned and licensed by a business, VPDA candidates must
first successfully complete a further two unit standards,
‘Demonstrate knowledge of the Firearms Control Act’ and
‘Handle and use a manually operated rifle or carbine for
business purposes’. This must be completed through the
Professional Firearms Trainers Council (PFTC).

The road to trails
guiding Part 1:

Qualifications and Skills
Article and photos by Brenden Pienaar

T

he great naturalist and environmental philosopher
John Muir stated: “In every walk with nature one
receives far more than he seeks.” This may include
attributes such as an opportunity to reflect, a source
of inspiration and a sense of simplicity. However, the
statement also rings true for aspiring trails guides
who receive far more than they seek with regards to
authorities, administration and costs.
The qualifications & legal framework
As per popular definition, trails guides conduct
guided walks within natural environments that sustain
potentially dangerous animals such as buffalo, black
rhinoceros, elephant, hippopotamus, leopard, lion and
white rhinoceros. The minimum legal requirement
enabling a person to conduct guided walks within such
an environment is the successful completion of Unit
Standard 335797 – ‘Conduct a guided nature experience
to view potentially dangerous animals’ (also known as
VPDA).

The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) is a
statutory body mandated to oversee the development
and implementation of the National Qualification
Framework (NQF). In support of the NQF, multiple Sectors
for Educational and Training Authorities (SETAs) were
established to design and implement sector specific skills
programmes within the higher education and training
system. The ‘Nature Site Guide Dangerous Animals’ skills
programme, is the product of the Culture, Art, Tourism,
Hospitality and Sport Sector for Education and Training
Authority (CATHSSETA). It was designed specifically for
trails guiding and is deemed equivalent in merit to a
grade 12 certificate. Skills programmes such as this are
constructed from multiple building blocks also known
as unit standards. Although the VPDA unit standard is
essential to the ‘Nature Site Guide Dangerous Animals’
skills programme, this most elementary component
within the NQF is in fact the minimum legal requirement
to conduct guided walks in potentially dangerous game
areas where a rifle is required.

Walking Safaris |

Trails Guide Courses,
Mentorship & Assessments.

www.lowveldtrails.co.za

admin@lowveldtrails.co.za #lowveldtrailsco

As per expert opinion, the minimum legal requirements
to conduct guided walks in potentially dangerous game
areas do not suffice. Enter the Field Guides Association of
Southern Africa (FGASA), a body that sets and maintains
the higher standard for professional field or trails guides.
FGASA is an accredited provider with CATHSSETA and
therefore falls within the NQF.
They have established multiple trails guide certificates,
including Back-Up trails guide, Lead trails guide,
Professional trails guide and Professional Specialist
Knowledge and Skills (SKS) Dangerous Game. The
minimum FGASA qualification required in order to
lead guided walks in an environment with potentially
dangerous animals is Lead trails guide.
All FGASA trails guide qualifications require the successful
completion of an Advanced Rifle Handling (ARH)
assessment (with a minimum caliber of .375). It consists
of six progressive exercises which tests the candidate’s
accuracy under time pressure. The ARH component
needs to be renewed every three years.
Further legal requirements for CATHSSETA and FGASA
include a valid First Aid certificate and registration with
the Provincial Department of Economic Development,
Environment and Tourism.
Fundamental Skills
Trails guiding is more multifaceted than popular definition
and qualifications would suggest. In order to simplify
the point, one can use three interdisciplinary spheres
to explain the objectives of trails guiding. This is best
represented by a basic Venn diagram.

The first of three spheres can be referred to as sense of
place. It represents the immediate landscape, the natural
processes that weave through that landscape to create
an exclusive ecosystem and the interdependence of all
the components within that ecosystem. However, it is
the intensity with which this landscape is experienced
that transpires into an atmosphere of purposeful
wildness that defines ‘sense of place’. Crafting it
requires comprehensive ecological understanding. This
fundamental skill provides the springboard from which a
holistic trails guide can achieve their ultimate objective: to
facilitate a fulfilling trails experience.
The second sphere encompasses all the soft skills. These
are non-quantifiable aspects which determines the trails
guide’s success as facilitator. It includes personal and
social relations, intuition, attitude, approach to nature,
philosphy and experience. As with most applied trades,
practical experience proves to be the fundamental skill
within this sphere.
The third sphere is concerned with hard skills. This is a
very impersonal space, which includes the practical and
physical skills required while out on trail. They include
making fire, securing and collecting water, camp site
selection, rehabilitating the fire, theoretical knowledge,
and shooting. However, it is considered that tracking
is the most fundamental skill within this sphere and
therefore requires development from as early in a trails
guide’s career as possible.
Due to its nature, the trails guide qualification is
predominantly based on hard skills. Admittedly,
it is extremely difficult to quantify a trails guide’s
understanding and appreciation of sense of place and
application of soft skills during a three hour assessment.
However, when you consider the interdisciplinary spheres
of trails guiding concept, achieving the trails guide
qualification is merely an acknowledgement that the
candidate has complied with minimum requirements.
This juncture represents the beginning of a trails guide’s
journey from where they can delve into the other two
spheres and make strides toward becoming a more
holistic trails guide.
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Empowering math

teachers

Article by Hannah Barnes & photo by Sabrina Chielens

T

he Mathematics Capacity Building Programme
for teachers in schools in the Acornhoek/
Bushbuckridge area is going from strength to
strength.
In 2017, seven afternoon workshops were conducted
between May and November at Mahlathi Primary and
Makwetše Primary Schools. A full-day workshop and
five sessions at the weekend camp at the Southern
African Wildlife College were also conducted, as well as
16 teacher visits in Green Valley and another seven in
Hluvukani, as part of the mentorship programme.
An exciting development in 2017 was having Mr Elijah
Nkosi, acting director of Mathematics, Science and
Technology in Mpumulanga, visit our camp in November.
He had a session at the camp where he addressed
the teachers and answered questions regarding the
Capacity Building Programme. Teachers responded
enthusiastically to his visit and we believe his awareness
and endorsement of the programme will have a positive
influence going forward in 2018.
The programme included an assessment in August
where teachers’ levels of competency were gauged.
This assessment was developed in such a way as to not
destroy the confidence of any teacher and, overall, it
was encouraging to find that teachers performed better
than in former years. However, despite the progress, it
was clear that there are still content areas that need a
significant amount of work.
Once again, an extremely valuable component of the
programme this year has been the mentoring. During
these sessions, the programme facilitator was able to
spend an entire morning in a school, visiting the classes of
three or four teachers and reflecting with and debriefing
each teacher after their lesson. These experiences
helped the facilitator to form a real understanding of
what goes on in the classrooms at these schools and give
constructive feedback and advice.
Overall, there has been an improvement in the lesson
preparation that teachers have done in 2017 compared
to the previous year. On visiting a class, the facilitator was

usually presented with the preparation for that lesson,
which is encouraging. The government interventions are
also having a positive impact in this regard.
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Two more MAD

bursary learners

In approaching the workshops, teachers have been
encouraged to understand and teach principles rather
than rules without meaning. The rules often contradict
each other in mathematics and can change from year to
year in a particular section, which could confuse learners.
Doing mathematics using rules only inhibits the extent
of mathematical thinking and flexibility not only within
mathematics topics but also in the integration of these
topics.
This year, teachers have taken this on board and we will
continue with this approach in the future. The next step
would be to start extending the programme to foundation
phase teachers and, eventually, to senior phase teachers.
It is important to note that the relationships of trust and
mutual respect that have been built up over the last few
years have contributed to the success of the programme.
Teachers are honest and open about their challenges and
shortcomings and have grown in assisting the facilitator
and each other to reflect on their respective teaching and
learning practices. The teachers remain an integral part
of the consultative and developmental process of the
programme.

Photo by Ant de Boer

T

wo more local learners have been accepted on the
Make a Difference (MAD) Leadership Foundation
bursary programme to bring the total number of
Eco Children and MAD learners this year to nine.
Matshepo Mashumu (grade 9) and Melvin Mahlaule (grade
8) started their first academic years at Southern Cross
School in January and have already impressed everyone at
the school with their positive attitudes and motivation to
succeed.
Matshepo has always maintained high academic marks
and is a promising athlete. Her ambition at the moment,
is to become an audiologist. She has a strong belief in
herself and has shown immense leadership capabilities.
She plans to use her success to inspire other youngsters
to rise above their circumstances and achieve great
things.
Melvin is also hoping to move into the medical field and
want to focus her achievements on becoming a doctor in
order to help others and address the high mortality rate

SCHOOL FOR THE PLANET

in South Africa. She has had to overcome challenges in
her young life already and she believes these challenges
have made her stronger in order to achieve success.
Matshepo and Melvin join seven other Eco Children and
MAD bursary learners at Southern Cross School and will
have some support from their fellow learners to make a
success of their schooling.
Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children said she is proud
and excited to be a part of another two learners’ success.
“The bursary programme forms the pinnacle of the
Eco Children programme and we are immensely proud
of each and every learner on the programme. These
children inspire us to work harder as they have had to
overcome incredibly hard circumstances and still manage
to achieve great success with smiles on their faces. We
know Matshepo and Melvin will fit right in and will make a
success of this opportunity,” she concluded.

get wind of the fresh meal. They will normally hoist their
kill high up in a tree, or hide it in dense bushes. Leopards
can be opportunistic and will steal prey, provided the
conditions are non-threatening, they are not normally
confrontational.
In this frame we have two completely unrelated species
vying for the same prey. Now that we’ve delved into
the depths of how each species conduct kills, you can
probably ascertain what might have happened prior to
the arrival of our game viewers at the sighting.
Here’s how we ended up in this enviable position of our
vehicles being slap bang in the midst of a leopard and a
pack of wild dogs.

Wild Dogs vs Leopard
Article by Carolynne Higgins & photos by AD van Zyl

Two species, one sighting. Both vastly different in their take down of quarry and execution of kill
tactics. This is the story of how local leopardess, Ross Dam, had her fragmented carcass stolen by
a pack of unscrupulous wild dogs. Only the marula tree where she sought refuge will know the true
version of events that unfolded in this section of land that borders the confines of our traverse.
Africa on Foot and nThambo Tree Camp witnessed the scuffle as it began, but what happened
before the untimely death of the impala will forever remain a mystery stashed into the vault of
stories that the bushveld holds.

T

rotting through the recently replenished bushveld,
the endangered African wild dog seeks out potential
prey amidst the dense shrubbery and knob-thorn
thickets. Affectionately known as “painted wolves”, these
nomadic dogs together with their gregarious packs will
cover a wide range to find their ideal quarry.
Their hunting skills are like a well-oiled machine, but one
that thrives on blatant behaviour. Dogs will simply identify
a weaker or younger member in the herd, walk straight

towards their target and a chase will ensue. Identify,
pause, engage. A string of behaviour typical to animals
that are classified as sighthounds. Wild dogs are coursers
and will chase their prey until the point of exhaustion,
after which they will attempt to disembowel their prey.
Despite the kill method sounding rather sadistic, the prey
actually dies quite quickly. Like most wild animals, if dogs
come across a free carcass without having to conduct a
kill, they will naturally attempt to eat it and displace other
predators from the carcass.

The techniques and social lifestyle are in great contrast to
our more aloof and mysterious leopard species, a cat that
hunts with solitary craftsmanship. A leopard’s method
of hunting is different to the wild dogs – they thrive on
the art of camouflage and ambush, utilising their stealth
and grace to conceal their presence. It is only the alarm
calls from plains game and birds that alert the target of a
possible threat.
Once the kill has been made, a leopard will need to drag
its prey to safety before scavengers and other predators

Rangers had a glimpse of the wild dogs on the road and
followed them onto traverse where only Africa on Foot
and nThambo Tree Camp have access. The dogs stopped
at the base of the marula tree where a leopard (the Ross
Dam female) was guarding and hovering over an impala
carcass – she was probably about to hoist it into the tree.
They chased the leopard, displaced her from the carcass
and she sought solitude in the fork of the tree. The
dogs tore at the remains of the carcass, while Ross Dam
watched over them in anger. She could be heard hissing,
growling and baring her teeth. The dogs eventually moved
off, and Ross Dam descended from the tree, snatched the
carcass and stashed it in the fork for safekeeping.
Just another regular day here in the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve!
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A double bonus day
Article by Kyle-Mark Middleton. Photos by Carrie Hickman and Kate Mears

This special chick could potentially be the 100th Ground-Hornbill to fledge from an artificial nest
inside the APNR.
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Ground-Hornbills is usually led by the alpha female, who’s
call has a slightly higher pitch, followed by the adult males
with their deep dulcet tones. The youngsters stay nearby
and play very little part in the morning chorus, apart from
the occasional attempt to chip in unsuccessfully.
The moment we heard their call, we headed in their
direction until we caught a glimpse of a single bird in
the distance. Parking under a beautiful marula tree
Sclerocarya birrea, we sat silently waiting and hoping for
something more to happen. Suddenly, four big black birds
appeared on the horizon, flying in our direction. Being
generally skittish birds throughout the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve, we did not expect them to come close,
but it appeared that they were heading straight towards
the tree under which we were parked. At the last second,
they rapidly veered away and landed on the ground a
short distance away. We assumed they only realised we
were there once they had got closer. We continued to
observe them without a second thought.
Needing to document the birds, Carrie climbed out of the
car to fetch the camera from the back of the bakkie. She
stopped short and froze as a leopard crept down the tree
just meters from us. The leopard paused and seemed to
stare straight through Carrie, before it slowly sauntered
past the front of the car. Somehow, we were so fixated on
the birds that we had missed the leopard right above us.
We were still buzzing as we watched the leopard move
away. The four birds took off again, flew over the leopard,
and landed in a nearby clearing, seemingly unperturbed

T

racking down groups of Hornbills starts long before
sunrise and nothing was new about this morning
for Carrie and myself at the Associated Private
Nature Reserve (APNR) Ground-Hornbill Research and
Conservation Project. After a two-hour drive, we had
perched ourselves on the highest point of the immediate
area, waiting for that characteristic boom of the Southern
Ground-Hornbill. The particular group we were looking

by the big cat they had just encountered.
We returned our focus to the group when two more birds
appeared. The entire group was now in our view and it
was clear that the latecomers were the alpha pair. The
breeding season was approaching, so the alpha pair had
separated themselves slightly from the rest. Every time a
subordinate male moved a little too close to the female,
the alpha male would step in and chase him away. The
alpha pair then began to perform their own private duet
while the rest of the group foraged, picking up insects
that had been flushed from the grass. After their duet,
the male started preening the female on the back of her
neck for several minutes. The preening then became
slightly more aggressive until the female was completely
crouched over, at which point the mating began. Shortly
after this, the whole group took flight, disappearing
further into the bush.
While the sight of Hornbills mating is a good indicator
that the female might produce eggs, it unfortunately does
not provide the vital information as to when she will lay.
In hope, we checked their nest the following week and
were happy to find an egg. It has since hatched and grown
into a chick that is set to fledge. This special chick could
potentially be the 100th Ground-Hornbill to fledge from an
artificial nest inside the APNR. Contributing to the survival
of the Ground-Hornbill species is not only important, but
it is rewarding for everyone involved. Extra sightings while
out doing our job, well, that is just a bonus and makes it
an extra special day.

for consisted of six birds which had eluded us for several
days. With the fresh dawn air cooling the bush, light crept
over the area, and the group began their morning chorus
nearby.
The booming call can travel for several kilometres
through the bush but we were lucky to have chosen
a spot in close proximity to the group. The chorus of

TLB to rent.

Ideal for digging septic tanks, ash pits, pipelines and cable trenches.
General road maintenance, opening of drains and rebuilding drain humps.
Slasher also available.
Contact Martin: martin@rockfig.co.za or 0835563271
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ragons really do exist, and they’ve been around for
over 300 million years. They might not breathe fire,
but they do have six legs, four wings and extremely
keen eyesight. These mini dragons are carnivorous
insects known as dragonflies Anisoptera and damselflies
Zygoptera, belonging to the order Odonata.
In general, dragonflies are larger than damselflies, and
perch with their wings held out to the sides; whereas
damselflies have slender bodies and fold their wings
over their body when at rest. These beautiful insects are
extremely important monitors of water quality. They are
sensitive to environmental change and play key roles in
both terrestrial and aquatic habitats. They are predators
as both nymphs and adults, feeding on a variety of prey
including nuisance species such as mosquitoes and biting
flies. Spending most of their lives underwater in rivers,
streams, ponds, and lakes, their presence in aquatic
environments is an excellent measure for water quality as
they require clean water to thrive.

There be

dragons…
Article and photos by Megan Loftie-Eaton

In their aquatic larval or nymph stage, which can last
up to two years, they prey on just about anything –
tadpoles, mosquitoes, fish fry, other insect larvae and
even each other. Dragonflies and damselflies are expert
fliers. They can fly straight up and down, hover like a
helicopter and even mate mid-air. There are few species
in the animal kingdom that can match the Odonata for
spectacular flying ability. Dragonflies have two sets of
wings with muscles in the thorax that can work each
wing independently. This allows them to change the
angle of each wing and practice superior agility in the
air. Dragonflies and damselflies are great helpers when
it comes to mosquito control. A single dragonfly can eat
hundreds of mosquitoes per day. It surely pays to keep
these natural helpers around and thriving.
So how can you help to protect these amazing little
dragons? Water is a scarce and valuable resource in
southern Africa. With the recent droughts this has
become even more evident. We need to protect southern
Africa’s water resources and manage them carefully
for the benefit of people and wildlife. The Animal
Demography Unit (ADU) at the University of Cape Town
has the resources to help in this regard. One of the goals
of the ADU is to promote an appreciation of nature and
biodiversity conservation throughout Africa. We provide
platforms for members of the public to contribute
to biodiversity conservation projects (citizen science
projects) by taking photographs of animals and plants in
the wild and submitting them to our virtual museum at
vmus.adu.org.za.
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These very important records help us to understand
the distributions of species in Africa, how they are being
impacted by humans, urbanisation, and development, and
what conservation actions are needed to protect Africa’s
precious biodiversity.
The ADU has produced some of the most important and
influential publications for the conservation of birds, frogs,
reptiles, butterflies and other animals in the southern
African region. Our portfolio of projects is growing, and
we would like to extend the reach of these projects to as
many people as possible.
OdonataMAP, a project funded by the JRS Biodiversity
Foundation is the Atlas of African Dragonflies and
Damselflies. We have a vast resource available for all
to use and we would love to collaborate with anyone in
helping to protect and monitor South Africa (and Africa’s)
water resources. For more information and to see how
you can contribute, visit vmus.adu.org.za as well as addo.
adu.org.za or contact meg.loftie.eaton@gmail.com should
you have any questions.
And remember, we can (and should) all do our part to
make our gardens and urban areas more wildlife friendly.
Our wild neighbours have to continually adapt to the
fluctuating conditions of our urban landscapes, but we
humans too can make decisions to live more consciously
so that we have minimal impact on their lives. Together
we can strive to live in harmony with nature and its
incredible biodiversity. Plant indigenous plants, create
natural ponds, avoid using poisons, put up owl boxes and
bee hotels – these are just a few simple things that we can
all do to help our wild neighbours.
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Please leave scientific names in Italics

KLASERIE CHRONICLE NO 43

025

Why are you interested in volunteering?
When Rosalind and I ended our careers working in full
time roles, we knew we wanted to mix things up a bit.
“Retirement” was not going to be typical for us. Working
as a volunteer is such a change from the working lives
that we had, and volunteering overseas involves a big
adjustment to different lifestyles, cultures and languages,
but also offers opportunities to really get to know
yourself. You also appreciate how extraordinary our world
is, remembering it’s the only one we’ve got!
What has been the highlight in your volunteering
career thus far?
It’s hard to point out one highlight but I really enjoyed
working with young people in the Ban Don Yang refugee
camp on the Thai-Myanmar border repairing guitars,
and teaching how to repair and play guitars. Life in a
refugee camp can be pretty limiting and just plain boring,
especially for young people who are being denied the
richness of opportunities that many of us take for granted,
so my music project was a great way to bring a bit more
fun into their lives.
What do you hope to achieve in your time at Eco
Children?

Photo by Sabrina Chielens

Ian joins the

Eco Children family
“I hope to help teachers who are involved with the Eco Children organisation to find more
inspiration from interacting with the natural world.”

I

an Hislop is the latest Australian Volunteers
International (AVI) volunteer to join the Eco Children
family. He arrived in Hoedspruit in February with his
wife, Rosalind, and they have already made their presence

felt in the short time they’ve been in Hoedspruit. We sent
Ian some questions to find out more about him and he
was kind enough to answer them on the plane, on route
to South Africa.

I hope to help teachers who are involved with the Eco
Children organisation to find more inspiration from
interacting with the natural world, at least what is left of
it. I hope that I can set out some pathways and directions

A new addition has just been introduced to the Enviro
Loo range of award winning, waterless, non-polluting
and odourless sanitation systems. Enviro Loo is now
available in a portable model, the Enviro Loo Express!
Enviro Loo is already making a difference to the
lives of more than 50 000 learners in rural schools
across South Africa with its range of permanent dry
sanitation toilet and urinal systems.

so that teachers and students are able to gain a deeper
appreciation of the natural world around them.
Why did the assignment at Eco Children catch your
attention?
Firstly, my long wish to return to southern Africa, I last
visited in 1995; secondly, my interest in environmental
education and its importance for young people; and
thirdly, the inspiring stories in the Klaserie Chronicle and its
partners about an extraordinary part of the world.
What are you looking forward to most in South Africa
and Hoedspruit in particular?
Because of my professional background, working in
a setting so close to the Kruger National Park is an
opportunity that I relish, not just because of the special
qualities of landscape, animals and habitats, but also
understanding the challenges for people who live and
interact with this place.
What are you expecting to find here?
I am a bit cautious about my expectations; from
experience I believe it is helpful to keep an open mind
on how things might go. I expect to be inspired by most
things. And I expect that my eight weeks will pass way too
fast.

Access to
sanitation is
a universal
human right.

And now we offer a temporary sanitation solution,
ideal for areas with limited or no access to water.
The Enviro Loo Express can save up to 420 000 litres
of water annually as the system requires no water or
chemicals to operate and comes with a 66L rainwater
tank that flows into the handwashing basin.
For more information contact Thapelo Makwela on
071 609 9533, 011 762 1624 or
thapelo.makwela@enviro-loo.com.

HOEDSPRUIT
52 BUFFEL STREET • TEL: 015 793 0116

Southern African Dry Sanitation
Company of the Year Award
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Look-alike birds:
Part 1

Article by Derek Solomon & photos by Derek Solomon and Chris Kotze

The correct identification of birds can be problematic, particularly when two or more species look
fairly similar. In many cases the adults are fairly easy to identify but the juveniles or immatures can
cause problems. This series takes a look at various common but often confusing or look-alike birds
that can be found in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve and surrounding areas.
White-breasted vs Reed Cormorant
If both species were perched side by side, identification
would not be a problem as the White-breasted is much
bigger than the Reed Cormorant , also known as the
Black-headed Heron. Adults too are easy to separate as
the adult White-breasted Cormorant has, like its name,
a white breast. The rest of its underparts are black and
sometimes a white patch on the thighs is visible. If seen
close-up or through binoculars it shows a brilliant emerald
green eye.

Reed Cormorant, also known as the
Black-headed Heron

Immature White-breasted Cormorant
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The adult Reed Cormorant is entirely blackish and
may show a slight crest on the head. Breeding birds in
particular show a bright red eye.
It is really the juveniles and immatures that cause
identification problems in the field. The immature Whitebreasted Cormorant has entirely white underparts
whereas the young Reed Cormorant has a grey throat and
“dirty” white underparts and brownish upperparts. Always
remember to keep the size difference in mind.

Reed Cormorant, also known as the
Black-headed Heron
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Queen of the bush
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Leader in AVAYA Solutions
Avaya Platinum Partner, ATIO oﬀers Avaya’s world
leading business collaboration and communication
solutions including contact centres, uniﬁed
communications, real-time video collaboration,
networking and related services.

Article by Catharina Robbertze & photos by Mike Kendrick

E

co Children environmental educator, Queen
Manyike’s journey to becoming an accredited wildlife
guide is on track after she was awarded a full bursary
to complete the Bushwise Guide Training Programme, a
FGSA accredited guide-training course.

Says Queen: “My passion for nature and animals just
keeps growing. Nature fascinates me and inspires and I
have a thirst to share my knowledge with other people,
especially those who are not as fortunate to have access
to the bush and explore the beauty of nature.”

Queen graduated from the Southern African Wildlife
College’s bridging course and completed the Wild Shots
Outreach programme in 2017. Throughout her studies,
she impressed with her commitment and passion to
the cause and this subsequently led to her receiving the
bursary.

“I am lucky to have gotten this opportunity and look
forward to expanding my knowledge greatly in this course.
Each day is an unforgettable experience with great
sightings and I am enjoying myself a lot! Big thanks go
to Sophie Niemann from Bushwise for granting me the
opportunity to do this course and to Eco Children CEO,
Corné Havenga for paving the way for me to get here,” she
said.

Except for the bursary, Queen was also supplied with a
new DSLR Canon camera by Canon South Africa and Wild
Shots Outreach so she can record her experiences with
beautiful images. After receiving the camera and a few
4-wheel drive lessons from Phil Ovens, Queen is ready
and excited to take on this new adventure.
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Contact ATIO today for your Avaya needs on

Tel: +27 11 235 7000
Email: info@atio.co.za

Here at Eco Children, we can’t wait to hear about and see
photos of Queen’s experiences while studying. We know
she is going to make a success of this opportunity.

Home

MAKE YOUR WAY

Game Farms | Wildlife Estates

BUY | SELL | RENT

015 793 1534 | enquiries@century21wildlife.co.za | www.century21wildlife.co.za
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Bushveld Moments

Photo by Warren Howson, KPNR, Canon EOS 5D Mark II; 190lens, 1/160 @ f/ 5

“Africa has her mysteries and even a wise man cannot understand them. But a wise man respects them.”
Miriam Makeba

Photo by Yvonne Baeumchen, KPNR, Canon EOS 80D; 105 lens, 1 @ f/ 8

Photo by Shaun Taylor Moriti Safaris , Timbila, Canon PowerShot SX60 HS; 600 lens, 1/600 @ f/ 5
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up galumph in my dictionary and the explanation was to
leap or move about clumsily or joyfully. That would be
a good subject for a cartoonist and I could just picture
this strange-shaped 60 kg animal prancing around in
front of me. If I had a pet aardvark I think I would name it
Galumph.
This same reference describes the appearance of
Aardvark as follows: “The Ant-bear is furnished for digging
with powerful bear-like claws, which have a characteristic
three-marked track. Its rather rounded and bulky body
slopes gradually into the longish tail – rather after the
manner of that of a kangaroo. The erect, pointed ears;
long, narrow head, and pig-like snout are characteristic.”
That is a good description of this extraordinary mammal.
Just have a look at the accompanying photograph and you
will get the picture perfectly.
There are a number of things that make them vulnerable.
Firstly, habitat loss due to development over vast areas
of their range, and secondly due to predation, mainly by
humans. Due to their secretive nature, they have few
natural predators but lions and leopards do prey on them
occasionally and pythons are known to sometimes take
young ones in their underground burrows.

A is for Aardvark
Article by Peter Lawson, photo by John Davies

You don’t see the galumphing aardvark very often, but when you do it’ll be a sight to behold.
We take a closer look at this odd-looking mammal.

T

he aardvark, Orycteropus afer is a unique and special
mammal. It is also known as ant bear in English,
but not related to bears or pigs and there is only
one species in the entire world. It is endemic to Africa
and occurs throughout the continent, except for true
desert areas such as the Namib and Sahara, as well as
dense tropical forests. Although it has a wide distribution
it is not common and is sadly listed as a vulnerable Red
Data species by the Convention on International Trade
in Endangered Species (CITES). The Klaserie Private

Nature Reserve (KPNR) is indeed fortunate to have them
protected in the reserve. Very few people have seen them
though as they are solitary, shy, strictly nocturnal and
remain underground in daylight.
In researching for this article, I turned to a reference
written in 1958 and discovered a descriptive word not
known in my vocabulary. The author was describing the
reaction of an aardvark if you disturb it in your vehicle
headlights at night. The description reads, “he goes
galumphing away”. That sounded strange so I looked

Their main predator though is man. The meat is prized
as a fatty food source and they are dug out of their
burrows for this purpose. Body parts also serve as
traditional medicine as they are so specialised. They are
also unpopular on farms, in spite of the good work they
do by eating termites. The reason is that their tunnels
undermine roads and dams, and are a danger to farm
machinery. I once came across a farmer in the Karoo
who was breaking open termite mounds and pumping
insecticide into them. I confronted him and tactfully
explained that aardvark would do the work for him by
consuming the termites. His reply was that he hated
“those things” as they dig up his roads and make tunnels
under his fences allowing jackals to get through to his
sheep. Sad indeed and I would never have made a good
farmer.
Diet consists mainly of termites and ants and vast
quantities are consumed. They seldom drink water as
their food source supplies sufficient liquid. They also get
liquid from eating the fruit of a wild cucumber Cucumis
humifructus – the pips of this cucumber pass through
the digestive system intact and germinate in aardvark
droppings which are buried. This plant is usually found at
the entrance to aardvark burrows as a result. It is the only
member of the cucumber family that bears fruit totally
underground. It is declining though as it only occurs in
sandy soil and aardvark are so often exterminated outside

protected areas such as the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR). It is a plant that totally relies on aardvark
for its propagation.
Aardvark are so unique in design, specifically relating
to their diet. They have no incisor or canine teeth. The
only teeth it has are a row of five rootless, rounded, flatfaced teeth in each of its jaws. It hardly requires teeth
as mastication of the food it consumes takes place in a
muscular area in the stomach. Ants and termites that are
eaten are mixed with sand and soil and the food is ground
up in this area. The tongue is very long and ribbon-like
and is probed into nest tunnels of the insects which stick
to it before it is withdrawn and they are eaten. The snout
is long and pig-like with slit-shaped nostrils that can be
closed while digging. The inside of the nostrils has a thick
layer of hair to stop dust being inhaled when the aardvark
is digging.
The body of this unique mammal is also designed to assist
the way it lives. The hindquarters are much heavier than
the forequarters, and the back slopes towards the rump.
The tail is long and thick, especially at the base. The legs
are sturdy and exceptionally strong. The front feet have
long claws on the toes that are concave and have sharp
edges for digging, which they do at an exceptional rate.
There is a difference in the tunnels and two sorts are dug
for shelter. The one penetrates a few metres into the soil
and is used for just a few days for shelter. The other type
is very large and has several entrances and extends a long
way down. It is used regularly and this is where females
give birth to a single baby after a seven-month pregnancy.
These aardvark burrows serve a useful purpose for many
other mammals, such as hyenas, warthogs, porcupines
and others, that use them as homes.
When foraging at night, aardvarks travel up to 15 km or
more. Termite nests are scraped open with the front
claws – often on the west side of the mound where
termites congregate as the setting sun warms that side of
the nest. They have an acute sense of smell and hearing,
but very poor eyesight and underground ant and termite
nests are detected by smell.
Should you be lucky enough to come across one of these
unique mammals when driving at night in the KPNR,
you will be astounded as to how bulky and powerful
they look. You will also be able to experience what
aardvark galumphing is about and add that word to your
vocabulary as I have done.
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sea birds. “We had to cope with terrible weather, and it
was testing being confined 24/7 with a small group of
people for 12 months on a sub-Antarctic island. But I
learnt so much about running a research project not to
mention developing valuable leadership skills,” she says.
But her beloved pachyderms drew her back to the
Lowveld, where she started her PhD on elephant feeding
ecology. It was at this time that the famous east African
elephant expert, Dr Iain Douglas-Hamilton, first collared
an elephant in the Associated Private Nature Reserves
(APNR). He was friends with Marlene McCay, former
owner of Tanda Tula, and he heard about Michelle’s
PhD research and ongoing elephant ID study. He asked
Michelle and Marlene to set up the South African branch
of Save the Elephants – which morphed into today’s
Elephants Alive (NPO 055871).

Going the extra mile:
Dr Michelle Henley
My life with elephants
Article by Harriet Nimmo & photos by Mike Kendrick

In this series we feature some incredible people who are driven by dedication and an absolute
passion for what they do to make a real difference in their chosen field. We salute you.

D

r Michelle Henley has dedicated the past 20 years
of her life to elephants. Growing up in Pretoria,
family holidays were spent in the Kruger National
Park (KNP). She always knew that she was destined to
work in conservation and elephants have always been her
passion.
After completing her BSc Hons degree at the University of
Pretoria, Michelle began her Masters on female elephant
hormones for contraceptives. This was very much lab
based and the bush was calling. So, in 1996, in her spare

time, Michelle and her artist mother, Cathy Greyling,
began a new hobby – identifying individual elephants in
the Umbabat, where her parents had a share at Ingwelala.
They started compiling an elephant ID guide, drawing
ear patterns and tusk shapes, and naming individual
elephants. More than 20 years later, this ID system still
forms the basis of the Elephants Alive research.
On completing her Masters, it was time for a new
adventure. Craving the outdoors, and needing to pay off
her student loan, Michelle spent a tough but rewarding
year on the isolated and remote Marion Island, counting

It was during her PhD that Michelle had one of her most
memorable elephant encounters. She recalls that she was
accompanied by the field ranger, Jose and she was out
of the vehicle collecting plant and dung samples left by a
breeding herd of elephants. She knew there were bulls
following the herd, and so Jose was keeping watch. Jose
raised the alarm to say that the bulls were now coming
closer, and Michelle and Jose quickly retreated to the
car, leaving the doors open in their haste. The car was
parked facing some mopani saplings. “All of a sudden, the
bushes parted in front of the vehicle, like a stage curtain
swishing open, and there, right in front of us, was the
most enormous bull elephant! He was just curious and
at first rested his trunk on the bonnet. We tried to keep
calm, but my heart was hammering. Still curious, the bull
then poked his trunk through the open window, knocking
the car’s side view mirror out of the way, and started
gently touching Jose. In his fright, Jose lightly smacked the
trunk away, at which point the bull took his trunk out and
somehow managed to slam the car door shut from the
outside, as if to say ‘huh, if you slap me, I’ll slap the car’. He
then sauntered off, leaving us with hammering hearts and
helpless with hysterical laughter. I was so enchanted by
the patterns he’d made on the bonnet of the car with his
trunk I traced these with a permanent marker.”
Today, Michelle is co-founder, director and principal
researcher for Elephants Alive. Her organisation’s mission
is to “ensure the survival of elephants and their habitats
and to promote harmonious co-existence between
man and elephants”. Michelle and her research team
monitor one of southern Africa’s largest continuous
elephant populations. They have developed an elephant
identification database of nearly 2,000 elephants in
the Greater Kruger Area, including the APNR and KNP,
and have also been monitoring the movements of 80

radio-collared elephants throughout the Great Limpopo
Transfrontier Park between South Africa, Mozambique
and Zimbabwe since 1998.
Michelle and her team also work hard to minimise humanelephant conflict. One of the biggest issues is elephants’
impact on large trees. Elephants Alive are pioneering an
innovative approach using bee hives suspended in trees.
Bee hive fences are already being used elsewhere in
Africa to protect crops.
Michelle continues to be fascinated by these gentle
giants and feels we still have so much to learn from them.
“They are such complex, social creatures, and show grief,
altruism, compassion, play and self-awareness. There
is an APNR landowner who told me the story of a bull
elephant with an injured trunk. For three days, another
bull was seen sucking up water and putting his trunk
into the injured elephant’s mouth as he could not suck
up water himself. Of course, they are very important
ecological agents and keystone species, but to me they
are also precious social role models. They revere their
elders, relying on their wisdom to teach them their ways
– something we humans sadly seem to have lost,” she
explains.
Michelle’s 20-year study has resulted in a landscapewide understanding of elephant movements to inform
long term conservation planning. Her research helps
reserve managers, conservation bodies and landowners
understand seasonal movements, effects on vegetation
where elephant and man co-exist, and worryingly is now
also identifying poaching hotspots.
When asked what her biggest challenge is, Michelle
explains: “Trying to provide advice on both how to best
manage expanding populations in fenced reserves within
South Africa, while simultaneously educating people on
the alarming pan-African decline facing elephants.”
Named as one of “the ten most inspiring women in
South Africa” by Culture Trip in 2017, Michelle is one of
conservation’s unsung heroes. Iain Douglas-Hamilton
describes her as “a modest and humble person who
simply gets on with the job, and for 20 years, has tirelessly
and relentlessly devoted all her time, energy and finances
to elephant conservation”.
For more information visit elephantsalive.org.
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Recycling and joy

at December holiday
workshop
Photos by Cecilia Theron-Du Preez

T

he year 2017 came to a conclusion for Eco Children
with the fourth holiday workshop for the year at
the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve HQ. As always,
the workshop was attended very well and a record 500
children made their way to HQ during the week to learn
more about the environment whilst having fun.
In the December version we learnt more about recycling.
We spoke about different kinds of recycling, how we can
recycle at home, what can be recycled and why we need
to recycle. A lot of fun was had in the games and art
centre where all activities were related to the theme.
As always, the highlight of the December holiday
workshop was the visit from Santa Clause to hand out
Santa Shoeboxes to everyone at the workshop. Kit-a-Kid
vouchers were also handed out to all children who had
attended at least three holiday workshops during the year
and, together with the end-of-year prize-giving this made
for a very enjoyable week in the Lowveld summer.
Our next holiday workshop will take place during the
autumn holidays and we can’t wait to spend more time
with the children to learn more about the environment
and how we can look after it better.
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