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Under the Baobab 
Editor: Odette Dart 

September 2019 

CHAIRMAN’S REPORT by Ian Nowak 

ON THE BANKS OF THE OLIFANTS: 

Bush greetings from a hot and dry Grietjie! 

It has been a busy time for new committee this year. We held a very productive workshop to complete 

the regional documentation for the Balule Management plan as required by the NEMPA Act. This work-

shop provided us the opportunity to identify the priorities for the year ahead and will assist us in devel-

oping “Annual plan of operations” for the year with a clearly defined set of objectives to be met for this 

financial year. 

As communicated previously unfortunately Mr Jaco Reverchon has resigned from the committee. I 

would like to thank him for his valuable inputs and effort he put in during his time on the committee 

over the last 2 years. His implementation of the GLUBR (Grietjie Land Use and Building Regulations) can 

be seen all over the reserve, and his personal touches to the various community projects will be around 

for a long time. His passion for Grietjie is undoubted. Thanks Jaco! 

Mr Hans Schmidt is still serving on the Building sub-committee so please direct any enquiries about new 

building plans or renovations that may be starting on the Reserve. 

AGM: Representatives from the committee have met with the CAPs who have presented a proposal to 

us regarding the revision of the CAPs fees, that was stood down at the AGM to allow for this process of 

negotiation to take place. The committee has met to debate their proposal, and our representatives will 

meet with the CAP representatives in the next few days to attempt to finalise this issue as per the AGM. 

Infrastructure: The approved repairs of sections of the tar roads is progressing well. The Warden and 

the roads team we appointed are doing a fantastic job. They have completed 1km of the budgeted 

1,5kms to date.  I have received much positive feedback from both Grietjie owners and Olifants North. 

Great job Gerrie! 

The maintenance team will now have the use of the 3 ton Canter truck we purchased as approved at 

the AGM. It only cost us R15k to buy and Dion van der Westhuizen has made it mechanically sound for 

us. It also has a new paint job and the seats were repaired. We should get good service from this asset 

and will save the Warden having to use the Cruiser for carting materials around. A big thanks to Antoi-

nette for negotiating the deal with the seller and for keeping the pressure on to get it going in such a 

short time. 
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Ecological: We have managed to secure a team of ladies that are funded by the “Working for water” 

program to assist with the removal of alien vegetation and the rehabilitation of the grazing areas that 

were previously farmed on Grietjie. They will begin on Grietjie in late October. This will give us a good 

push towards our ecological goals for the year. 

Protected Area: Phase 1 of Balule Nature Reserve has been successfully declared as a Protected Area 

- Nature Reserve in terms of the NEMPA Act. This is fantastic news as it means our properties will be 

next. I will be travelling to LEDET in Polokwane to update them on the RAL issue and re check the doc-

uments we submitted for each property as they have lost these in the past! The time from the MEC 

signing the agreement to the actual Gazetting seems to be in the region of 2 months. I will advise 

when the MEC has signed ours. Parsons and Jejane will follow our declarations. 

Road / Gate: As communicated in the previous issue and at the AGM, we notified RAL that we will fol-

low the legal route if they did not grant us permission to move the Gate in terms of our existing per-

mit. I have now met with the Advocates and we have prepared the founding affidavits for the urgent 

court application for the relocation of the gate. We are brining the action in 2 separate parts. The first 

will be on an urgent basis for the relocation of the gate, and the second will be an ordinary action forc-

ing RAL to convene a Board in order to rule on our application for the de-registration of the access 

road. The urgent application will be submitted in the next few days and we will be notified if they wish 

to contest within 5 days. 

Municipal Rates: As you are aware by now there has been a substantial increase in the rates charged 

by the local municipality. Firstly, there was a revaluation of our properties which resulted in an in-

crease. Secondly, they have now passed a resolution to charge all farm properties at commercial rates. 

This according to the legal opinion we have received is not “legal”. They cannot pass such a resolution 

without following the proper steps. We are attempting to get a copy of this resolution and will re-

spond accordingly once we have it. I will update you on the progress in the next issue. 
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Balule: We recently completed our annual game census on Balule. This year I also commissioned a re-

serve wide predator census in addition to the usual aerial census as the helicopter is not an effective 

way to count the cat species. I am producing a comprehensive report covering all the censuses done 

and it will be circulated to Balule landowners shortly. We have also dehorned a further 15 white rhino 

that have come into Balule since our initial dehorning operation. At least 4 of these animals have come 

from as far as the Orpen gate area of the Kruger. This dehorning operation has given us the opportunity 

to see how these animals really make use of the open system. Prior to dehorning we were experiencing 

up to 18 incursions per month and this has dropped down to 5 in total in the last 5 months! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Until next time, 

From the banks of the Olifants. 
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Well, it’s official…..I have now been living in South Africa, on Grietjie, for over a year.  While that doesn’t 

make me an expert Bushman, I can at least say that I now know a bit about what to expect at different 

times of the year.  Whether it is elephants descending along the river in the winter to get some of the 

last green leaves in the area, or the sudden reappearance of fat-tailed scorpions after the first rains of 

spring/summer…..I am ever increasing my knowledge, understanding and appreciation of this great 

place on the Olifants River.  No, I have not yet achieved the rank of “Bushman”, but I think I now qualify 

to at least be considered a “Bush Dude”. 

One title I didn’t really plan to be known by when I moved here a year ago is “Vice-Chairman”, but here I 

am so I guess I better stop the small talk and let you know what the Committee and GPNR Staff are going 

to be focused on over the next year and how it all fits together with our Strategic Priorities and Key Per-

formance Areas. 

The Big Picture: 

Last month, I told you that I wanted to show you how our priorities and management programs for the 

current year are connected.  As a visual person, I subscribe to the old adage that a “picture is worth a 

thousand words” so in the last few weeks I made about a half-dozen failed attempts to put this into a 

graphic that made some sense.  Hopefully, the one I landed on (below) achieves that.  I call this the “big 

picture” view of the GPNR 2019-20 Priorities & Key Performance Areas (KPAs). 

 

 

Vice Chairman’s Report: Dino Seccareccia 
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Let me explain it briefly: 

• The 4 quadrants in the center oval represent our Top-Level Priorities.  The two toward the left 

are more strategic (with important long-term implications) and the two toward the right are 

more tactical (day-to-day operational items).  As you can see by the yellow arrows, they inter-

act and feed into each other significantly.  I believe that everything we do as a committee and 

as owners/members of Grietjie, for the betterment of our 2800 hectares of paradise, should 

be aligned with and in support of these 4 Top-Level Priorities. 

• The outside ring lists 7 Key Performance Areas that were defined based on the requirements 

and expectations of the 4 Top-Level Priorities.  These 7 KPAs are documented in greater detail 

in the Grietjie Annex to the Balule Management Plan, which is in a late draft stage at the time I 

am writing this article.  The Grietjie Annex breaks down each of these 7 KPAs into more spe-

cific issues, actions and measures we will be working on this year.  

Breaking Down the Key Performance Areas (KPAs): 

Key Performance Area Detailed Breakdown 

Invasive/Alien Species Queen of the Night and Prickly Pear 
New Alien Plants Introduced From Upstream in the River 
Indian Myna Birds 
Potential for Introduction of Shothole Borer Beetles 
Firewood 

Safety & Security Access/Gate Control 
Active/Effective Perimeter Control 
Intelligence Gathering 
Optimizing Effectiveness of Anti-Poaching Efforts 
Adhering to Minimum Standards Set By the Management Authority 

Biodiversity Ecosystem/Habitat Restoration, Rehabilitation & Maintenance 
Soil 
Water 
Waste 
Erosion 
Light Pollution 
Manmade Structures & Debris 
Corridor Fence Removal 
Conservation Fees 
Artificial Water Sources 

Responsible Tourism Water Extraction & Usage 
Waste Management & Recycling 
Consumables, Packaging & Waste 
Carbon Footprint 
Power Consumption 
Light Pollution 

Water Water Usage 
River Water Quality 

Staff/Community Staff Development & Motivation 
Community Benefit/Impact 
Outreach Program 

Facilities & Infrastruc-
ture 

Roads 
Gate & Staff Complex 
Corridor 
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Clearly there is a lot on our collective Grietjie plate this year.  This is an exciting time with many key 

initiatives within reach of being completed after years of hard work from past committees and 

members/owners.  But in the USA we have a saying…..“this ain’t my first barbeque”…..which basical-

ly means that having been through things like this before, I am not foolish enough to think that eve-

rything will always go as smoothly as planned.  That said, we will work through any banana peels 

that get thrown in front of us and drive relentlessly toward our goals.  This “Bush Dude” wants to 

see the “Grietjie Protected Area” become a reality this year, and “this ain’t my first braai” either. 
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Domestic Cats and Protected Areas 

Freek Venter 

September 2019 

Many moons ago, in the late-1980’s, I joined Johan Dracht, one of the former State Vet Technicians in Skukuza, 

Kruger National Park, on a couple of his expeditions to remove/euthanize hybridised African wildcats 

(“vaalboskat” or “groukat” in Afrikaans). At that stage, staff members in Kruger were still allowed to keep cats as 

pets. Although the policy stated that the cats had to be spayed, there always seemed to be some staff members 

who did not comply with this arrangement.  

The cats were caught by setting trap cages in and around staff quarters and rest camps, out of sight of tourists 

and out of reach of hyenas. Once caught in the cage there was the opportunity to evaluate the trapped animal 

and see if it should not rather be released again. 

By the end of the project, Johan and others euthanized approximately 120 hybrids in the regions of Skukuza, Low-

er Sabie, Satara and Phalaborwa. The skins of these cats were cured and one could clearly see different levels of 

hybridisation, from almost none to greatly. Johan could tell a few stories about the “slim katte” (cunning feral 

cats) that he could never get hold of. After this program the KNP policy was changed and cats were not allowed as 

pets anymore. The situation has greatly improved since then, but the edge-effect and spill-over from neighbour-

ing areas continues to make an impact on Kruger’s African wildcat population. 

There are seven so-called small wild cats in Africa. They are the caracal, African golden cat, serval, black-footed 

cat, jungle cat, African wildcat and sand cat. Of these only the caracal, serval and African wildcat Felis silvestris 

occur in our area, and only the latter interbreeds with domestic cats F. catus. I have never heard of the serval in-

terbreeding with the domestic cat in the wild, but these so-called Savannah cats that can weigh up to 10 kg are 

bred artificially. I recently read in the news that Justin Bieber is getting flack for having bought two Savannah cats 

for his wife to the sum of $35,000. 

The pure African wildcat is a beautiful animal, roughly the size of a domestic cat, but has longer legs which gives it 

a cheetah-like gait.  

Cats have always been popular pets. The familiar housecat was believed to be domesticated from the Near-

Eastern wildcat (F. s. lybica), probably 9,000–10,000 years ago in the Middle East. Most sources ascribe the rea-

son for domestication as the control of rodents, but I am pretty sure the charm and eccentricity of the cat also 

played a major role in it becoming part of the family. 

Recent studies on the behavioural ecology and population genetics of the African wildcat highlighted the problem 

of hybridisation with domestic cats, the frequency of which is increased with human population pressure. The 

genetically purest African wildcats are found in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. Although they are currently 

listed as Least Concern in the South African Red List (based on IUCN categories), further research on the levels of 

hybridisation and declines of genetically pure subpopulations may lead to a reclassification of the African wildcat 

as a threatened species. Key interventions include the establishment of large protected areas to reduce the edge 

effects of the wild–domestic animal interface (the Kgalagadi and Great Limpopo Transfrontier Parks, for example), 

as well as spaying and neutering domestic cats, especially in rural areas and close to protected areas. 

It is therefore clear that we as Grietjie residents, which form part of the Greater Kruger picture, need to be ex-

tremely vigilant in terms of playing our role as a buffer for Kruger by ensuring that our  
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housecats do not contribute to the genetic pollution of the African Wildcat population. The onus is on 

Grietjie cat owners to please ensure that their cats are properly neutered. 

Table 1. Summary of threats and interventions related to the African wildcat Felis silvestris (based 

on IUCN threat categories, with regional context) as adopted from Herbst et al (2016) 

 
 

References 

 Herbst M. 2009. Behavioural ecology and population genetics of the African wildcat, Felis sil-

vestris Forster 1980, in the southern Kalahari. Ph.D. Thesis. University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South 

Africa. 

 Herbst M, Foxcroft L, Le Roux J, Bloomer P, Do Linh San E. 2016. A conservation assessment of 

Felis silvestris. In Child MF, Roxburgh L, Do Linh San E, Raimondo D, Davies-Mostert HT, editors. 

The Red List of Mammals of South Africa, Swaziland and Lesotho. South African National Biodi-

versity Institute and Endangered Wildlife Trust, South Africa. 

     https://www.catsforafrica.co.za/african-wildcat-felis-lybica/. 

Photo: African wildcat (vaalboskat) - https://evolutionistx.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/african-

wildcat_banner.jpg 

 

Threat description Current threat trend Intervention description Current conservation 

8.2.2 Problematic Native 
Species/Diseases: increasing 

population of feral/domestic 

cats. Species stress: 2.3.1 
Hybridisation: hybridisation 

with domestic/feral cats. 

Increasing due to expansion of 
urban and rural human popula-

tions 
  

1.1 Site/Area Protection: estab-
lish and connect large protect-

ed areas or transfrontier spaces 

to minimise edge of wild–
domestic animal interface. 

SANParks protected area 
expansion strategy; 
Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park 

has the purest African wildcat 
subpopulation 

    2.1 Site/Area Management: 
promote domestic/feral cat 

exclusion zones around pro-

tected areas through removal 
and/or sterilisation 
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RESERVE MANAGERS REPORT SEP 19. 

1)  SECURITY AND ACCESS CONTROL 

- No cases of burglary reported  

- Cable thieves exited from farm Paul to the R40. They came into Paul from Foskor.  

2)  GAME MANAGEMENT. 

-  Animals in good condition for this time of year. 

- Lots of Elephant sightings especially breeding herds. 

- Elephant impact increasing because of the dry weather, a few bulls make a nuisance of 

themselves in gardens,  

- Kudu bull killed by train on Paul.  

3)  VEGETATION. 

-  Grass cover still good away from river on Grietjie. 

- Good grass cover on Doreen and Paul. 

4)  CLIMATE AND RAINFALL. 

- 4-5mm of rain for September. 

5)  R0ADS 

- We filled potholes with cold mix and  done more than a kilometer (1015 m) 2 coats 

emulsion slurry on our tar roads to date,  

- Pull tyres on the gravel road during the dry season. 

6)  OTHER MATTERS. 

 Grietjie bought a three ton truck from owners for our maintenance team 

on the roads, thanks to Antoinette for her input and Dion from 71 for fix-

ing and spraying the truck. 

 

THANK YOU FOR ALL THE SUPPORT.  
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The evolution from a simple Group to an effective Team: Preparation for the Developmen-

tal journey towards our higher purpose and goals, within the greater realms of Nature 

Conservation. 

Johan Slabbert – 

September 2019 - 

The Grietjie Management Committee is a newly formed group, and like all other groups will 

have to face some of the developmental challenges of becoming a high-performance team. 

The importance for leadership to ensure high levels of collaboration between team members, 

creating the platform for the team to learn and develop through periods of volatility, uncertain-

ty, complexity and ambiguity, cannot be underestimated.   

A Team is defined as individuals with a specific shared purpose and task, with relationships al-

ready established and have common learning goals. A team can also be defined as a small num-

ber of people with complimentary skills committed to a common purpose, performance goals 

and ways of thinking together, for which they hold themselves mutually accountable.  This inner 

processes within groups and teams are referred to as Group Dynamics.                                                            

In 1951 Kurt Lewin first used the term “Group-Dynamics”, to explain his “Field Theory Rule” and 

the powerful social processes that emerge in teams.  He states that team members, their sur-

roundings and their emotional condition and mind-state, depend on each other and thus to ana-

lyse team and or team member behaviour, one needs to see the person and his or her environ-

ment as one constellation, with interdependent components.  How the individual effects the 

team and how the team effect the individual.  It is in this instance that we need to take note of 

the dangers of individual team member’s potential destructive behaviours within teams.  
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The Developmental Stages of the Grietjie Management Team’s – Impacting Learning, Team Identity 

and the team’s flexibility in their dealings with challenges successfully: 

Psychologist, Bruce Tuckman (1965) carried out research into the theory of group dynamics and pub-

lished his Forming, Storming, Norming and Performing model in 1965, identifying the different stages 

of development that any team experiences within its life cycle.  As change became teams only reality 

(new members joining and or replacing old and established members), Tuckman added a fifth a final 

stage in team development, the “Adjourning” and or “Mourning” stage.  This is the stage were teams 

come to an end and or mourn the loss of some of its members.  

In this instance we need to take note of the three realms (Content, Process and Feelings), that influ-

ence the development of a team and how well they learn and perform.  “Content” refers to what the 

team does, “Process” to how the team works towards its goals, and “Feelings”, to how the team mem-

bers make sense of a situation and how they relate to one another.  Ian Nowak and Dino Seccareccia 

will keep a close eye on all three realms, whilst positioning the Grietjie Management Commitee as a 

unit for effective knowledge transfer.   

Group dynamics are by its nature emotionally charged.  This is a natural phenomenon as each member 

has a need to be included into a larger group and has a natural fear of being rejected, or not being 

heard.  These emotions of fear can either be conscious or it can be unconscious.  Unconscious emo-

tions play the biggest part in human life but even more so in the life of groups. 

 

Stage 1:  Forming and Inclusion of new personalities and identities. 

Late 2019 a newly elected Grietjie Management Committee was formed.  Generally, we refer to this 

stage of a newly formed group as the “Uncertainty” stage.  As members were defining their roles and 

responsibilities, it is only fair and natural to note that certain members were unsure of their roles and 

responsibilities at this time.  This will subconsciously lead to an over dependence on our leader, Ian 

Nowak for guidance.  Team members are generally anxious during this stage, as they try and make 

sense of their first experiences within the newly formed team.    

It is generally accepted that emotions of anxiety are high during this stage, as the need for acceptance 

and members fear of rejection is high and prominent.  During this stage members are processing new 

information through high levels of internal dialogue, where Learning is self-centred, and as such at the 

cost of group-learning.  

Management Committee members will have to be cautious during the Forming stage, as they seek to 

strengthen their identity within the team.   During this stage members will struggle to learn, as they 

are preoccupied with their “inclusion” needs.    
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Stage 2:  Storming / Assertion / Pecking Order and the human Ego.  

This stage of team development is known as the “Growing Confidence” stage, as members try 

and express their own identity within the team.   

During this stage, individual team members resist their task demands, and look for reasons not 

to do it (a subconscious human survival default strategy), whilst driving their position within the 

team hierarchy.  This is also the phase were the pecking-order gets worked out (ego’s and the 

levels of authority), as the members express their power and extend their boundaries.  Roles 

and functions within the team is being established, whilst competition within the team is fierce.   

During this stage the team might be operating at high levels of productivity but often at the cost 

of team cohesiveness.  

This stage can also be described, as the stage of “Conflict”.  It’s all about “Who Controls the 

Group?”, and note that team members may become hostile, combined with high levels of frus-

tration and confusion, with very little learning taking place, with team morale at an all-time low, 

impacting team collaboration, and deliverables.   

Stage 3:  Norming – Establishing the Rules of the game.  

This phase of team development is characterised by team members moving closer to each oth-

er, expressing their need to be part of a team.  Individual differences are being ignored, and 

open discussions are taking place surrounding team challenges.   

Team conflict is no longer about team members Ego’s but rather focussed on real objective is-

sues. This stage is all about the establishment of the “rules of the team”.  Communication is 

better and team members start to develop a sense of belonging within the team.  Collaboration 

improves and paves the way for group dynamics favourable for cohesiveness and learning. 

 

Stage 4:  Performing / Cooperation.   

The group has become interdependent of each other, with the focus on collaboration and coop-

eration, driving creativity and learning. 

This stage of group development sees members communicate open and effectively, share com-

mon goals, and are driven to get the job done.   

Members engage and learn from one another, as they strengthen relationships, collaborating 

better, whilst developing their identity within the team.  Higher levels of trust, beliefs and pur-

pose are cemented during this stage, as the team become more focussed on outcomes. Mem-

bers learn fast, increasing their flexibility to adapt to change. 
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Stage 5:  Adjourning / Mourning.  

In today’s economic climate, change has become our only constant. Important to note that the Griet-

jie management Committee, will not be excluded from these global forces.  In this instance we need 

to note the final stages of team development.  This stage indicates the phase where the team either 

concludes a project, and or loses team members along the way.  This necessitates the formation of a 

new team, giving rise to the “Adjourning-stage” or “Mourning Stage”.  Learning activity is at a low dur-

ing this phase, as emotional energies are running high, as team members are subconsciously prepar-

ing for the formation of a new team.  

Conclusion: 

At the one extreme are gatherings of people whose individual efforts combine in order to reach differ-

ent objectives and some purpose, (simple groups).  At the other extreme are specialized groups of 

people whose efforts are combined, in order to achieve specific objectives of the group as well as the 

objectives of the larger organization and unit (effective teams).  Such a continuum implies that, as the 

group grows and moves from the extreme “simple groups” to the extreme “fully developed teams”, 

skills and characteristics of both individuals as well as of their combined efforts accumulate and con-

solidate.  

Teams and their effectiveness, is a resultant within team development,  that is built over time, as the 

groups understand what is required from them and how to use knowledge, skills and attributes of 

each member for the achievement of individual and group goals.  On their way to achieving efficiency 

and becoming true teams, groups undoubtedly face uncertainties and even conflicts, but these pro-

cesses should be considered a necessary cost, for ensuring the harmony and the desirable behaviours, 

both oriented towards a common, well stated goal. 

The Grietjie Management Committee is well imbedded within their developmental process.  There are 

strong indicators that the committee is in the process of successfully developing and navigating the 

Mourning, Forming and Storming stages.  Positive indicators are emerging from within the Grietjie 

Management Committee, confirming the teams entry into the Norming stages of development, paving 

the way towards the final stage of team development.  A team operating as a single unit driving a 

common purpose. 
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WAYNE’S WORLD…. 
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