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ON THE BANKS OF THE OLIFANTS:
Bush greetings from a hot and humid Grietjie! Hopefully the predicted January rains will come soon. We
were treated to a rather full Olifants river over December. I hope you all had a wonderful Christmas.
Our Warden Mr Gerrie van Zyl has recovered well and is back on his feet. It is great to see him back doing his thing on the Reserve.
I would like to extend a special thanks to Johan Grobler and team for the extra effort they put in over
the festive season. The intensified security program was very effective.
E-Vote: The E-vote concluded on the 23rd of December and the proposal was accepted 95% (yes) to 5%
(no). The new billing system will be implemented in January 2020.

Infrastructure: The maintenance team are busy putting water furrows next to the newly surfaced areas
on our roads. They have also started with the installation of the temporary gate. They will continue to
work on the gate, and we are hoping to have it operational by the end of January. Maseke will remove
the fence as soon as we can start using the gate.
The gravel roads will be graded again after we have received some more rain.
Protected Area: The LEDET officials will return to work on the 6th of January and my usual follow up will
begin. Hopefully this can be concluded in the early part of the year. There are no outstanding queries
regarding our application or relevant documents.

Committee: As you will recall Antoinette Hayes indicated last year that she would not be standing again
for the committee. She did however stand again for this year’s committee. She has decided to revert to
her original decision and resigned some 2 months ago. There were a few items to be concluded before
her resignation became official. I would like to extend a huge thanks to Antoinette for the service she
gave this community and me as Chairman over the 2 years that she was Vice.
Her dedication to Grietjie will always be remembered and she was instrumental in getting the required
documentation for the PA in on time. Her drive with the community projects changed the look of many
of our roads on the Reserve. She was instrumental in many changes on the Reserve and her input will
be missed. Hopefully she takes the time to go on the holidays she missed whilst serving on the committee. I think I speak on behalf of all of Grietjie when we say, “thanks and well done!”.
The committee held a year end get together in mid-December. It was a great opportunity to socialise
with this fine group. I am really enjoying working with this team and feel good about the future of our
Reserve.
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Balule: Unfortunately, 2 horned rhino that entered from the east were poached in December during the
rainy and windy days of the 9th and 10th. We will continue to dehorn any horned animals that enter Balule for the foreseeable future, unfortunately these 2 were poached before we could dehorn them.
The other animals were well behaved, and no escapees were recorded for the month. 1 Buffalo cow had
a snare removed from her ankle and luckily it was discovered early before any significant damage was
done.
I will circulate some reports for your information after the Balule meeting on 25 th January.

I wish all owners, residents and staff a healthy and prosperous 2020!

Until next time.

Photo courtesy of Mr David Botes..
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Grietjie Vice Chairman’s Report

December 2019

Dino Seccareccia
Vice-Chairman’s Update:
Happy 2020 Grietjies!
While the Festive Season was a lot of fun, I for one, am happy to get back into my more “normal” routine. I can now go back
to eating normal-size meals…..instead of 12-course banquets at holiday parties. Also, I can now get up in the morning and
either workout or go on a game drive…..instead of treating a horrible hangover and wringing out my liver (again….those
damn parties!). And finally, I can now catch up on my favorite old movies…..instead of watching “It’s a Wonderful Life” and
“The Grinch” for the hundredth time!

One of my very favorite old movies is the classic Clint Eastwood Western, “The Good, the Bad and the Ugly”. In fact, I even
named my Boerboel “Tuco” after the “Ugly” character played by Eli Wallach. Of course, my dog is extremely handsome in
reality!
So what’s my point?
Well I think this month’s Annual Plan of Operations (APO) status update could be called “The Good, the Bad and the Ugly”
too. Here is what I mean:

“The Good”











Alien Plants - Status of plants in Doreen were assessed and will need mechanical removal. This will be arranged with
the “Working for Water” team when they arrive. Also, a plan has been developed (95% complete) to prevent and control introduction of new alien plants from upriver.
Safety & Security – Several increased security measures were introduced for the Festive Season. All Reserve Staff
were polygraphed as part of ongoing crime prevention program (not related to any specific issue or event). An Emergency Alert System is expected to roll out by the end of January.
Ecological Footprint - Houses on 72 have been partially demolished and removed, which further reduces our humancaused ecological footprint on the reserve. (Recall that a house on 126 was demolished and removed last month as
well.)New Gate - Posts for the new gate have been planted and all other materials have been ordered. The gate
should be ready by the end of January, at which point the Maseke crew will be able to remove the entry corridor fences.
Responsible Tourism - On-site reviews of 5 of the 7 Conditional CAPs were conducted by the Committee. Most issues
identified were minor, though compliance with marketing restrictions was mixed or questionable. The Committee will
follow-up with relevant Conditional CAPs to address as applicable.
CAPs Fee Structure - The proposed CAPs fee structure was overwhelmingly approved by members through an e-vote.
The proposal is therefore accepted and will be implemented as soon as the new gate (including entry system) is up
and running.
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“The Bad”





Protected Area (PA) Declaration - No update on the pending signing of our Declaration by the LEDET officials, as their offices were closed during the Festive Season. THIS IS THE ONLY REASON
THIS IS IN “THE BAD” SECTION. Now that their offices have re-opened, we expect weekly updates
to re-commence and we will continue to apply pressure for signing to happen soon. Stay tuned!
Municipal Rates - We still have not had a response from the Ba-Phalaborwa Municipal Manager
on our two meeting requests to discuss post-PA Declaration rates and to document/memorialize
an aligned understanding of "agricultural" rates for Grietjie private homes. While this may also be
partially due to offices being closed over the Festive Season, it has been two months since our
original request so we will discuss options and next steps with our attorneys. While frustrating,
this lack of response is not unexpected. We needed to follow the process of formally requesting
meetings before pursuing escalation measures as we are doing now.

“The Ugly”



Game Drive Conduct - Unfortunately, there have been reports of atrocious Game Drive conduct at
sightings. For example, at a recent predator sighting, the following behaviors were reported: As
many as 9 vehicles (mostly sedans) at a predator sighting; vehicles staying at the sighting for extended periods and not letting other in; vehicles passing/blocking other vehicles that were waiting
patiently to enter the sighting; multiple spotlights shining directly at the predator continuously;
etc. The subject of Game Drive conduct seems to come up a couple times per year (often around
busy holiday periods). Self-governing does not seem to be working and we are not staffed or
equipped to have a warden or ranger manage every sighting…..but this needs to improve for the
sake of the animals we all love and for the sake of our precious and unique community. I don’t
know what the solution is, but the Committee will discuss this further at our next meeting.
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So that’s it for this month. The updated Dashboard is below. We will continue to build upon “The
Good”, improve upon “The Bad” and hopefully find a way to eliminate “The Ugly”……no, not you Tuco!
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Grietjie Conservation Matters

December 2019

Freek Venter
Bird Survival Strategies: Migration and Brood Parasitism
Although this time of the year is hot and often dry and uncomfortable in Grietjie, it is also a very interesting time of the year as many birds are breeding. We have frantic breeding of Red-headed Weavers,
Southern Masked Weavers, Southern Grey-headed Sparrows, Red-billed Hornbills, Dark-capped Bulbuls,
Black Flycatchers and Woodland Kingfishers near our house. The Black Flycatchers are raising two
chicks, the Red-headed Weavers seem to have one set of chicks already out of the nest and more on its
way, and the Woodland Kingfishers are feeding three chicks in a hole in a pole that is part of our lapa
(see photos below).
All of this is associated with a lot of activity: calling, performing for females, fighting with rivals, nest
building and feeding chicks. The kingfisher chicks at our house are fed a wide range of insects, spiders,
lizards and even small blind snakes. In their frantic efforts to get to the food first when mom or dad arrives at the nest entrance, one of the chicks fell out and I had to help him back in. One can hardly believe that such an ugly little thing can grow up to be such a beautiful bird.

Adult Woodland Kingfisher (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodland_kingfisher)
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Woodland Kingfisher chicks. Photos by Rinza Venter

Birds that migrate to the northern hemisphere, either Africa or Eurasia, during our winter months, are
all in our area at the moment, often dominating the scene. The Woodland Kingfishers are intra-African
migrants and Warwick and Michèle Tarboton from Kokanje (Modimolle) recently managed to attach
geolocators (each weighing in at less than 1 gram) to each of four pairs at Kokanje.

They write as follows: “… the map plotting their journeys (two of the birds – see below) reveals that
both birds ended up in war-torn countries north of the equator: green-male in South Sudan, and redfemale in Central African Republic, about 500 kilometres to the west of him. Both crossed the rainforests of the Congo Basin on their journey and both settled in semi-arid/moist savanna transition environments, the northern counterpart of their habitat in South Africa. The male’s northward journey
took about three months, his re return a little more than a month” (https://warwicktarboton.co.za/
images/AB%20Woodland%20Kingfisher%20article.pdf).
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Migrant Arrivals at Skukuza

Average arrival
date

Earliest arrival
date

Wahlberg's Eagle

31-Jul

30-Jul-94

Yellow-billed Kite

11-Aug

1-Aug-86

African Cuckoo

28-Sep

21-Sep-96

European Bee-eater

6-Oct

24-Sep-99

Red-chested Cuckoo

7-Oct

24-Sep-96

Diderick Cuckoo*

12-Oct

30-Sep-87

Barn Swallow*

16-Oct

21-Sep-96

African Paradise-Flycatcher

17-Oct

8 Oct 1993/4

Jacobin Cuckoo

19-Oct

9 Oct 1982/94

Violet-backed Starling*

21-Oct

12-Oct-90

Black Cuckoo

25-Oct

Woodland Kingfisher

11-Nov 3

23-Oct-97
Nov 1978/
86/89

Arrival times at Skukuza (Kruger National Park) of migrant birds. Information by my former colleague Dr Ian Whyte
(http://birding.krugerpark.co.za/birding-in-kruger-migration-routes.html).

If it seems crafty to migrate to greener pastures during our winter months, there is another group of
birds who have taken this survival strategy even a step further. Watching the Woodland Kingfishers
working hard to keep the 3 hungry mouths at our lapa properly fed, you realise how ingenious the so
-called brood parasites, which includes the cuckoos in our area, are.
As Ben Coley from Bushwise writes (summarized):
“The best way to deal with this problem: pass the buck and make it someone else’s problem! Brood
parasitism is exactly this. Why waste time and energy parenting when you can dupe someone else
into doing it for you!
The most famous group of birds that practice this underhanded method is the cuckoos. In order to
ensure that this unique ecological niche is not over exploited, these birds all parasitize different species: some only use unique hosts while others are less picky and may have a range of targets. Evolution has provided these birds with some genius adaptations to make this possible:





Brood parasites can lay an egg in as little as 10 seconds! This enables them to get in and out of
a nest without alerting the parents to the deception taking place.
Some birds can count and thus many brood parasites will eject an egg after laying their own to
ensure that the subterfuge is not noticed!
Their egg shells are typically thicker than other birds, allowing extra protection against damage
to the eggs.
Eggs are usually almost identical to that of their host bird so as remain undetected amongst the
clutch.
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These adaptations are fascinating on their own, but the real ‘magic’ happens once the chicks hatch.
Brood parasites have a very fast incubation period which means they usually hatch before their adopted brothers and sisters. This is vital in terms of development as it gives them a head start getting food
from the host parents. This means they develop faster and can thus dominate the other chicks and ensure their survival. However, many brood parasite chicks are born with devious weaponry and the instinct to use it.






Like the eggs, the gape (inside of the mouth) will also match that of the host. Mother’s key off
these patterns and colours and thus if the chick exhibits the same detail, they will not be noticed
as an impostor!
Most cuckoos have a hollow back and upon hatching will use this depression to scoop up the unhatched eggs and eject them from the nest!
They also have unusually large feet which are used to trample the other chicks and potentially kill
them!
The honeyguide family is unique in that the chicks are born with a ‘bill hook’ attached to the tip
of their beak. This is used as a weapon to stab and kill the other chicks, thus removing competition to get the lion’s share of the food and parental support!
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For me, the most amazing part of this behaviour is how the young chick does not suffer from an
identity crisis. Even though the chicks grow up with a surrogate family it never loses sight of its
own genetic lineage:







These birds do not get to imprint on the smell or patterns of their own species. In fact they
do not even see another cuckoo until maturity, yet they know to mate with one and not their
surrogate species.
They do not learn the language of their own species yet they know it inherently.
They are given no instruction with regard to how to behave as a brood parasite but will grow
up with the knowledge to not build its own nest and to lay its eggs in another bird’s nest
(how nature quells the maternal instinct present in almost every other female organism is
amazing?!)
They are not shown when and where to migrate each year, yet they know. (Most cuckoos are
migratory whilst most of the hosts are not.)

This is one of nature’s true miracles. It is the epitome of the nature/nurture debate! If ever one
needed proof of genetic knowledge surely this is it. Despite zero experience, all these behaviours
are ingrained in its primitive brain from the day it is born and carried out flawlessly! The exact
method by which this is possible remains a mystery but however it is done…”
(https://africageographic.com/blog/brood-parasitism-lazy-way-raise-chicks/ )

Common cuckoo chick ejecting the egg of a reed warbler (Blogspot.com).

Rinza and I recently watched a Jacobin Cuckoo chick growing up fast in the nest of a pair of Darkcapped Bulbuls near our house. For the parents it is a fulltime job to keep him well-fed! He is now
out of the nest but still around the house. Once a pair of adult Jacobin Cuckoos came by once (not
sure if they are the parents, but it is possible) as if to check if the Bulbuls are doing a good job!

11

Jacobin cuckoo chick being fed by Dark-capped Bulbul (http://www.stellenboschbirds.com/jacobin-cuck.html)
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RESERVE MANAGERS REPORT

December 2019

Gerrie v Zyl
1) SECURITY AND ACCESS CONTROL


No cases of burglary reported

2) GAME MANAGEMENT


Animal conditions good.



Impala lamb everywhere.



Buffalo’s regular visitors



Good sightings of most species.



Most of our earth dams are full.



Good sightings of Elephants at least two breeding herds are regular visitors.



One or two Elephant bull`s make a lot of damage to fences around houses.



Regular sightings of an Elephant Bull with missing tip of trunk.



Had to put down an Impala and Warthog with snares.

3) VEGETATION


All trees are green and lush.



New grass cover looks promising for this coming year.

4) CLIMATE AND RAINFALL


105mm Rain for December2019, total of 254mm for the season till end of December.



Hot and humid weather

5) R0ADS


Busy building gully’s next to the roads.

6) OTHER MATTERS
If anybody find a snare or wires in the bush looking like snares please do not remove them, contact me to
investigate immediately, we might find human spoor or any other clue that can help us.
I want to thank the Bennet’s, Sutcliffe’s, Seccareccia’s, Venter`s, Ludlow`s , Arendse, Burchmore’s, Shines /
Savanna, and the Hayes’s for their contribution towards the staff Christmas party, much appreciated and
please forgive me if I left somebody out.
May you all have a blessed 2020 from me and Leonie.

THANK YOU FOR ALL THE SUPPORT.
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Grietjie Rainfall and Temperatures
Ian Owtram

December 2019
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21 September 2019 - Mohlabetsi river (Central Balule)

13 January 2020 - Mohlabetsi river (Central Balule)

Photo’s courtesy of Mr Ian Nowak
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WAYNE’S WORLD….

… “ Everything you see exists together in a delicate balance. As king,
you need to understand that balance and respect all the creatures
from the crawling ant to the leaping antelope … “ - Mufasa
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…..“Rain can soak a leopard’s skin but it doesn’t
wash out it’s spots….” - African Proverb...
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Wishing you and your
loved one’s Peace,
Health, Happiness and
Prosperity…..
HAPPY NEW YEAR

2020
*****
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