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Under the Baobab 
Editor: Odette Dart 

March 2020 

CHAIRMAN’S REPORT by Ian Nowak                    March 2020 

ON THE BANKS OF THE OLIFANTS: 

Bush greetings from Grietjie! I hope that you are all safe and healthy during this challenging time. The 

arrival of the Autumn colours in the bush coincided with the lockdown of the country! 

COVID - 19: With the national lockdown in full force, we all are left to contemplate the what the future 

will hold. With the extension of the lockdown we will adjust the staff rosters to balance out the effect of 

the lockdown. Our gate protocol is working well, and no incidents have been reported. I would like to 

thank the Grietjie community for observing the protocol of the lockdown, and our essential staff for the 

great job they are doing during this time.  

Balule is maintaining an intensive APU and security program. The animals are however not abiding to 

the rules of the lockdown! Lions have chased buffalo through the fence on 2 separate occasions and 

elephants have also been out and about on the R40. All have been successfully returned to the reserve.  

The entire economy has ground to a halt, tourism being one of the first industries to feel the impact of 

the sudden stop in business. By the 18th of March almost every guest booked in a lodge in Balule was 

out of the reserve. Remaining bookings have been cancelled and we believe it will be some months 

after the end of this crisis before people will begin travelling again. The worldwide trend has been for 

business to take note of these issues and extend a certain amount of empathy towards each other. It is 

in this vain that the committee decided to temporarily suspend the minimum payment on bed-nights 

for the lodges and only charge for actual bed-nights for March onwards. The normal CAP fees payable 

and actual bed-nights are still in place, as are the levies as we need to still cover the operating costs of 

the reserve. Force Majeure has been mentioned many times to me in the last few weeks. Please read 

the following legal article regarding the relevance to our situation. https://golegal.co.za/covid-force-

majuere  

Not only Grietjie, but all regions within Balule will have to have a serious look at the way forward in the 

coming weeks and months. Besides landowner levies, tourism-based activities fund the majority of the 

Balule budget.  

Protected Area: No change in this item because I cannot see LEDET until after the lockdown. 

Compliance: Both the CAPs and light pollution inspections have been completed. Problems identified 

during this process have been documented and are being communicated to the relevant parties. Just a 

reminder that category 1 alien plants must be removed immediately.  

Speeding: The one positive about the lockdown is there is no more speeding! In the build up to the 

lockdown, the speeding issue had improved somewhat since my column last month (except for the 

same owner I mentioned previously!).  

https://golegal.co.za/covid-force-majuere
https://golegal.co.za/covid-force-majuere
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Municipal Rates: We sent out a set of slides explaining the situation with regard to the Municipal rates 

issue. The meeting was unfortunately cancelled due to Covid-19 and the opportunity to discuss and ex-

change ideas and opinions was lost. Please forward your comments or opinions to griet-

jiecomms@gmail.com and we will incorporate these into a document and circulate it to the members 

before we vote on the options. We have received some already so please keep them coming. After all 

the comments are received a possible revision of the options to be voted on may be required. It already 

appears as though the recommended option will need to be revised before any vote can commence.  

Balule: As mentioned earlier a number of animals have been chased / escaped out of the reserve and 

the surrounding areas in the past 2 weeks. The elephant numbers continue to rise throughout the re-

serve. There is also currently a high number of lions north of the river. The infamous “foskor lions” have 

been occupying the north eastern corner of the Paul / Doreen area for the last 11 days. They seem to 

have discovered that when the buffalo sleep near the fence they are blocked off from running away on 

the one side, hence the buffalos being chased through onto the R40! The 2 separate incidents happened 

on the same night but some 20km apart. During March no rhino were dehorned and no losses or illegal 

entries related to poaching were recorded. Ezulwini is the only real Tusker that we see in Balule. He 

spends most of his time within our borders and has been spending time in the central and southern re-

gions.  

 

Ezulwini – Photo credit: S Haussmann 

 

I wish everyone and your families good health during this time. Please be safe! 

 Until next time. 

 

 

 

mailto:grietjiecomms@gmail.com
mailto:grietjiecomms@gmail.com
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Grietjie Vice-Chairman’s Report                                March 2020     

Dino Seccareccia 

What a difference a month makes!  Last month was so upbeat, with our Protected Area (PA) Declaration 
being signed and completion of, or implementation of sustained, ongoing processes for, six key actions/
objectives on our Annual Plan of Operations (APO).  Well, it’s a bit more difficult to feel upbeat this 
month, as the worldwide pandemic has been at the forefront of everyone’s minds and actions for the 
last few weeks and we don’t know when things might get back to some degree of “normal”.   
 
Still, while some elements of our APO are now “in the yellow” due to pandemic-related delays, we have 
made some progress as well, with three additional “complete or sustainable” actions on the APO.  Here 
is a summary and this month’s dashboard: 

 
 COVID-19:  While Coronavirus Pandemic response activities were obviously not in our plans or on 

our APO this year, it has had a major impact on everyone at Grietjie and around the world.  New 
rules and mitigations had to quickly be established and put in place, staff unfortunately needed to 
be sent home, external contractors and government offices became unavailable, etc.  As a result 
of this, several actions on the APO have been delayed or otherwise impacted…..and some of these 
may be at risk of not getting completed in this fiscal year.  We may see delays in road repairs; re-
moval of manmade structures; responsible tourism education; assessing and providing resources 
for water management; and community outreach programs.  The process for PA title deed en-
dorsements are also on hold during lockdown, but this high priority item will be pushed immedi-
ately after the lockdown is over. 

 
 Invasive & Alien Species and Biodiversity:  The following 2 documents are in late-draft stage and 

will soon be sent to MIGs for review and comment, before being finalized and implement-
ed:  1) Grietjie Ecosystem Restoration Plan; and 2) Grietjie Firewood Policy.  These documents will 
form the basis of completing multiple actions under the “Invasive & Alien Species” and 
“Biodiversity” Key Performance Areas (KPAs) on our APO. 

 
 Soil, Water & Erosion:  The Government has approved the project and finance for rehabilitate our 

priority damaged soil areas through brush packing.  The external team will commence some time 
after the lockdown is over. 

 
 Light Pollution:  A Light Pollution Inspection conducted throughout Grietjie this month.  Overall 

conformance was relatively good, but this may have benefitted from the lush landscape after the 
fairly good rains of Summer.  A repeat inspection should be considered in late Winter when the 
bush has died back.  There were, bright lights on some properties that were noted and the Com-
mittee will inform those owners by letter, so that mitigations can take place. 

 
 CAPs Inspections:  On-site conformance inspections were completed for all CAPs.  Each CAP will 

soon receive a report with any issues needing to be resolved.  Conformance was very good overall 
and most actions that need to be addressed were related to removal of some alien and invasive 
plants. 
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Keep safe and well! 

 

Dino 
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Grietjie Conservation Matters                             March 2020   

Freek Venter 
 

The dark side of wild animals in captivity 

 

Several news articles and reports about the well-being or not of wild animals in captivity during the 

past year or so caught my attention and I will reflect on these matters in this month’s newsletter. 

1. A tiger has tested positive for coronavirus and three African lions had developed typical symp-

toms at the Bronx Zoo, New York. Is this a threat for our big cats in Grietjie? 

2. “Joe Exotic” (alias Joseph Maldonado-Passage) was isolated as a precaution against the corona-

virus in a federal prison in the USA where he is serving a 22-year sentence. He is a former tiger 

breeder and dealer and the focus of a Netflix documentary, “Tiger King: Murder, Mayhem and 

Madness”.  

3. Some brilliant articles appeared in the National Geographic Magazine (NGM):  one about the 

hidden costs of the use of captive wild animals for tourism or to solicit funding from the public, 

and the other about big cats in captivity in the USA (also featuring Joe Exotic). 

4. The Southern Africa Tourism Services Association (SATSA) released its report “Towards Ethical 

Animal Interactions in Southern Africa”. This ground-breaking report provides an ethical frame-

work and assessment of animal interactions in the tourism industry. 

“Joe Exotic” with one of his tigers (Photo: Netflix/Tiger King). 
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Concerns about lions and leopards being infected by the coronavirus 

Apparently the Coved-19 virus was transferred to the zoo animals in the Bronx Zoo, New York, by an 

infected zookeeper. The question is whether this reflects a problem for our big cats? In my view natural 

populations of lions and leopards as found in our area will not be threatened by the coronavirus unless 

it is transferred to them via humans.  

They are too widely spread out and even if one pride of lions is affected, the chances of transmitting it 

to another pride are limited. The overall chances are very rare indeed and probably restricted to cases 

where Vets or scientists that are carriers work with such animals. I don’t think we need to be con-

cerned at this stage, but we need to keep our eyes peeled. 

“The hidden cost of wildlife tourism” 

In its June 2019 issue, NGM ran a long article about the hidden cost of “harmful selfie driven” wildlife 

tourism. In many countries pacified wild animals are kept in captivity as an attraction to provide some 

or other kind of interaction with tourists.  

Although tourists experience the interaction with such animals as positive, the suffering behind the 

scenes where animals live a miserable, unnatural life is kept away from the eyes of those who are keep-

ing the animal owners’ pockets flush with cash.  

Such animals are used for petting, play watching (juvenile animals), walks, photo shoots, rides such as 

elephant back safaris, “volunteerism” (people paying large amounts of money to look after animals in 

captivity), etc. 
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My wife, Rinza, posing with tame, subdued animals in Bangkok, Thailand (2007). Note the chains on 

the tigers and the little pick in the elephant trainer’s hand. 

Our obsession with wild animals as pets 

All over the world animals are captured from the wild illegally to supply a growing demand for exotic 

pets. People seem to find it difficult to understand that wild animals are better off in their wild habitats 

than in our homes or back yards. The illicit sales of live animals comprises a major part of the overall 

illegal wildlife trade, a multibillion-dollar global black market. 

Big cats seem to have a soft spot in our hearts. The breeding and trade in captive big cats, especially 

tigers and hybrids with lions (ligers, ti-ligers and others), are big business in the USA. According to the 

NGM issue of December 2019 there are more captive tigers in the USA (low estimate 5000) than wild 

ones in protected areas in Asia (3900). They are mostly held in so-called road-side zoos or as pets.  

“Babies” or “orphans” (cubs and other young animals) are a big attraction for the business and are 

used in advertising and on websites to lure customers for donations, adoptions or play and photo ses-

sions. While I was still in Kruger several Lowveld rehabilitation centres approached us (some of them 

quite aggressively) for rhino orphans from poaching incidents.  

This would have been an incredible drawcard for them to solicit funding for their operations. Eventual-

ly one facility was selected where all the critical factors (see SATSA section below) for a full life cycle of 

such animals were met. 
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Once the young animals in the petting industry outgrow their roles as drawcards they are considered 

dangerous to customers (especially after some people got mauled) and the animals become a burden 

and often have to be disposed of, or they end up as cage-bound animals in sometimes questionable 

facilities for the rest of their lives.  

In the USA tigers that have outgrown their “baby” status are usually adopted as pets, but as they grow 

older they get more cage-bound, and due to the cost to keep them fed, are more often than not down-

right neglected. There is increasing pressure on the USA government to better control the keeping, 

breeding and trade in tigers and other wild animals, which they have been reluctant to do.  

Hopefully pressure will continue to mount on both governments and captive wildlife owners worldwide 

as several major international travel agencies (e.g. TripAdvisor, Airbnb and Instagram) are coming up 

strongly against the use of animals in captivity for tourism and other commercial purposes. 

A bright light at the end of the tunnel 

A very positive and recent development in South Africa is the SATSA report that was recently released. 

They drew a proverbial line in the sand with a report that highlights a clear way forward, but also the 

unethical situation where wild animals are kept in captivity purely for financial gain, be it through 

mainstream tourism, or more subtle forms thereof such as volunteerism and vying for donations.  
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The nice thing about this report, based on three years of research, is that it embraces a cradle to grave 

approach. Facilities will often call themselves wildlife sanctuaries and rehabilitation centres, but when 

you look closer it becomes clear that they have no conservation value in the bigger scheme of things 

and are merely smokescreens for soliciting funding, mainly from uninformed people from overseas.  

I will encourage everybody to visit the SATSA website (see link in References). However, a very short 

extract follows to give you a hint of the flavour of the report: 

Early on in the report they set a cradle to grave kind of scene with the “MOST CRITICAL FACTORS in de-

termining the ethicalness of an operation: 

 the REASON why the animals are in captivity in the first place 

 the SOURCE of the animals 

 the USE of the animals whilst in captivity 

 the likely DESTINATION of the animals” 

If any facility does not meet any of these factors it is deemed unacceptable. They also set the African 

context as follows:  
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The research outcome has been structured as a practical and interactive tool to evaluate facilities and 

select ethical animal interactions and whether there is any conservation value in having the facility. I 

am sure that over the next few years all the so-called sanctuaries and rehab centres in South Africa and 

the Lowveld (Care for Wild, Chimp Eden, Elephant Sanctuary, Hoedspruit Endangered Species Centre, 

Moholoholo, SanWild and C.A.R.E, to name a few in the Lowveld that are familiar to me) will be scruti-

nised. “Organisations may call themselves a sanctuary and/or rehabilitation centre – this does not 

mean that they are a genuine facility”, according to the SATSA report.   

By following the SATSA evaluation tool the following are some of the questions that they will have to 

answer: 

 “Does the facility practice ALL the criteria for a true sanctuary or rehabilitation centre?  

 Are the rehabilitation programmes recognised and/or supervised by a credible organisation with 

experience in animal rehabilitation and is there evidence that animals will be used for repopula-

tion, relocated, re-integrated or re-wilded?  

 Is the species really endangered or threatened (check the latest Threatened or Protected Species 

(“TOPS”) list)? 

 Is there any indication of: misleading advertising, deceptive behaviour, lack of transparency? 

 Do the animals need to be in captivity – can they be rehabilitated and released back into the 

wild? 

 Have all avenues for rehabilitation and/or re-wilding been considered? 

 Are the animals being kept in captivity only to support a volunteering programme?”  

Recent research has shown that there is no conservation value in breeding lions and tigers in captivity 

in South Africa (Williams & Sas-Rolfes, 2019) and it can be assumed that this argument is valid for many 

other species. Rehabilitation back into the wild of larger species such as lions, elephants, baboons and 

many others, is also extremely problematic.  

The question needs to be asked whether the same kind of effort and funds will not contribute better to 

the conservation of these animals if it is used to protect natural habitats for such animals, especially 

where animals have not been classified as Threatened Or Protected Species (TOPS) according to our 

Biodiversity Act. 

Finally, I realise that this is a very sensitive and controversial topic. The SATSA report is strongly op-

posed by many of the centres that keep wild animals in captivity in SA. In my correspondence with 

C.A.R.E.’s Samantha Dewhirst while writing this article, she ensured me that they are in full support of 

the SATSA report and are committed to follow its directives.  

This is encouraging and a clear improvement from former techniques. The photo below is indicative, in 

my humble view, of an ineffective rehabilitation effort. This is one of the C.A.R.E. baboons released in 

the Letaba Ranch area, circa mid-1990’s. At the time we were busy with a rivers research program in 

the area and was approached by this animal which clearly felt more at home between humans than 

members of its own species. 
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Igme Terblanche (left) from Limpopo Nature Conservation and me (at right!) in the Letaba River, cir-

ca 1994. 

The table below indicate the number of baboons released by C.A.R.E. since 1994. C.A.R.E. indicated 

that there were also single male releases which brings the total to more or less 300. If the males and 

confiscated wild troops are ignored it comes to more or less 7 baboons per year.  

A history of troop releases from C.A.R.E (info provided by Samantha Dewhirst).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Year Troop 
Number of 

baboons 
Location 

1994 Rita’s first release 10 Letaba Ranch 

1996 Fatso 18 Mosdene Private Nature Reserve 

2000 Venter Troop 31 Letaba Ranch. Troop were rescued during an intervention to 
confiscate baboons from notorious animal trapper Erich 
Venter. 

2002 C.A.P.E Labs 14 Shambala Nature Reserve 

2002 Einstein's Troop 17 Vredefort Dome Conservancy 

2002 Tito's Troop 18 Vredefort Dome Conservancy 

2006 Henry's Troop 25 Mosdene Private Nature Reserve 

2007 Tito's Troop 15 Magnab Private Game Farm 

2007 Groovy's Troop 11 Magnab Private Game Farm 

2009 Rambo's Troop 12 Magnab Private Game Farm 

2013 Cucuster Troop 24 Marble Hall 

2015 KC Troop 19 Leegkalameetse Provincial Nature Reserve 

2015 New Troops 18 Leegkalameetse Provincial Nature Reserve 

2016 NSPCA/Venter 
troop 

12 Shambala Nature Reserve. This troop were confiscated by 
NSPCA from Free State University. Animal trapper Erich Vent-
er captured them from the Vaalwater area for Free State 
University which didn’t have relevant ethical clearance to 
capture & use wild-caught baboons for lab studies. 

Total individuals released in “Troop” release method. 
  

234   
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The issue of wild animals in captivity will be a hot topic in South Africa which cannot be ignored or 

brushed aside by facilities that keep them. The appearance of TripAdvisor and other travel agencies on 

this scene will make it impossible for such facilities to operate if they don’t toe the line.  

Let’s hope something really positive comes out of this report. 
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Reserve Manager’s Report                                  March 2020 

Gerrie v Zyl 

1)  SECURITY AND ACCESS CONTROL. 

 No cases of burglary reported  

 Done patrols and drag the cut lines and some of the roads to pick up fresh human tracks, just a 

precautionary matter 

2)  GAME MANAGEMENT. 

 All animals in good condition 

 In a matter of a week two lions, a breeding pride of about eight on Grietjie and another breed-

ing pride of eighteen lions was spotted on Paul. The big pride also chased buffalo’s through the 

fence. 

 We had to chase one buffalo on the R40 into Maseke presumably also due to lions 

 There was a number of elephants on the R40 coming from Selati that we had to chase back 

3)  VEGETATION. 

 Some trees and grass turning yellow, sign of winter coming. 

4)  CLIMATE AND RAINFALL. 

 2mm Rain for March 2020 a total of 517mm for the season starting at July 1 2019—June 2020. 

 Day temperatures are pleasant with a few hot days in-between, evening temperatures also 

very pleasant. 

5)  R0ADS. 

 Overhanging branches on most roads being removed.  

 No major maintenance being done since the Corona lockdown. 

6)  OTHER MATTERS. 

 New temporary gate functional 

 Morelag corridor fence has been removed and please keep to the speed limit since it is open 

now. 

 The bush is getting dry, please be careful with open fires, we already had one call-out for a veld 

fire in Foskor heading our way, luckily Foskor managed to keep it under control, we were on 

standby on the Foskor fence. Thanks to everybody that was involved with in an hour about 17 

people were ready on our side of the Foskor fence. 

THANK YOU FOR ALL THE SUPPORT.  
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WAYNE’S WORLD…. 

 

 

 

 

TELL ME AGAIN, how the 

sun loves the moon so much… 

that he dies each night, so 

she can BREATHE… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EVEN LEOPARDS NEED 

A BREAK… 

It’s okay to take some 

time for yourself and 

just lay around... 
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How Lion got his roar… 

Told to me in Shona by Sabine Sinjere in Mabvuku, Zimbabwe 

 

A long, long time ago, Lion had a small, soft voice. “Miaaaow, miaaaow!” he would squeak as he padded 

through the long grass, hunting for his supper. “ Miaaaow, miaaaow!” 

The animals all thought it was terribly funny that His Majesty sounded like a mouse and made fun of 

him behind his back. “More like King of the Squeaks than Kind of the Beasts!” they would giggle. 

One day, when the animals were sniggering under a great fig tree, Hare staggered by, almost fainting 

with exhaustion. “Water, water, please,  friends,” he begged. “I have been hopping for hours, trying to 

escape Lion. He’s out hunting, and with his silly squeak, I didn’t hear him coming.” 

After giving Hare some water, the animals sat in a circle, chatting. Hare was right, they agreed. It was 

impossible to hear Lion hunting with his silly squeak. Every day one of them was caught for his supper. 

But what could they do about it? 

Hare sat for a while, sipping water from a calabash. Then he grinned. “I’ve got an idea!” he said, jump-

ing up from the dusty ground. “We will give Lion a loud voice as a present! Then all of us will be safe. 

Listen out tomorrow, friends!” And off he hopped.  

The next day, as Hare had promised, he went to visit Lion. “Your Majesty, you are a good and just king. 

And to thank you, we animals would like to give you a gift,” he said, bowing nervously before the big 

cat. “We have asked the gods to help us find a voice suitable for the king of the beasts and he has found 

one. It is called a Voice Like Thunder.” 

The kind was delighted. His subjects had never given him a gift before and he wasn’t too sorry about 

losing his soft squeak. “Why, thank you, Hare,” he said gratefully, holding out his royal paw expectantly. 

But Hare shook his head. “I can’t give it to you here, King,” he said. “Your new voice is so precious that 

we have had to hide it in the forest. You will have to come and get it fitted there.” 

The king agreed, and at lunchtime the pair met in the centre of the forest. There, Hare gave the king 

three instruction. “First, so as not to spoil the surprise, you must close your eyes,” he said sternly. 

“Secondly, you must open your mouth, so we can fit your new voice into your throat. And thirdly, once 

your voice has been fitted, you must keep your mouth closed until sunset. New voices take a while to 

settle in and if you open up, it will escape. Got that?” 

The king nodded solemnly and soon he was lying under a tree, eyes closed, mouth open, ready for deliv-

ery of his new voice. Hare grinned to himself. “What a clever fellow I am!” he chuckled quietly, rubbing 

his paws together in glee. 

Once Lion was settled, Hare set about collecting the king’s voice. First he picked up a long stick, and 

poked it into a hole in the tree. Then he pulled out exactly what he’d hoped for on the end of his stick: a 

great big waxy honeycomb—and hundred and hundreds of angry bees. “Just as I planned,” Hare 

thought as he lowered the honeycomb into Lion’s open mouth. “Now open up wide, your Majesty,” he 

instructed, with a grin. “Then, please, once your voice is in, keep your mouth closed.” 
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For a while, Lion did as he was told. He rather enjoyed the taste of his new voice, he thought. It was as 
sweet as honey! After a while, though, it began to sting a bit. Then a lot. Soon it was throbbing with pain. 
He opened his eyes in terror, desperate to cry out. Then he saw Hare in front of him. 
“Be a king, Your Majesty! Be brave!” Hare ordered. “Remember, that when a Voice Like Thunder is born, 
it hurts. But we wouldn’t want the animal kingdom to know that a little pain had made you give their gift 
away, would we?” 
 
“Grrrrrrrrrrr!” Lion growled, his mouth clamped shut with agony. “Grrrrrrrr!” Throughout the afternoon, 
the Lion lay unhappily, his head on his paws, and great growls of pain reverberating through the jungle. 
At sunset Hare could see the king’s patience was running thin. “Well done, Your Majesty,” he said to the 
grumpy king. “Your voice is nearly born. So, I’m going to get the rest of the animals to come and cele-
brate. Lie there for a while and we will be back.” 
 
For another hour, the king lay in agony, moaning and growling. Then another hour. Soon the jungle was 
completely dark. But still Hare wasn’t back. At last Hyena came along, looking for scraps of food. “What 
are you doing, King?” he giggled, seeing the look on Lion’s face. The king could bear the pain no longer 
and in agony he opened his mouth. Instead of his little squeak, though, out flew a great swarm of bees, 
buzzing and bombing and stinging with all their might. “Rooooooarrrrrr!” Lion howled in pain and anger, 
as bees stung his nose and eyes and ears and tail. “Roooooooarrrrr!” 
 
The animals, hearing the terrifying noise, realised Hare had done just as he’d promised. Quickly, they hid 
in every safe nook they could find: Aardvark down his anthole, Leopard up his tree, Baboon on to his 
rocky koppie, and Hare into the very depths of his burrow. 
 
Even now, when they hear his roar, the animals quake and make their escape. For, as they know, the 
king is not just after Hare, who tricked him, but after every animal who gave him such a nasty gift. He has 
never forgotten that pain, either, and sometimes at night you can still hear him moaning and groaning, 
remembering the day he was given his Voice Like Thunder. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
           

     
Short story taken out of “Stories Gogo Told Me” - By Lisa Grainger 

Photo Credit: Ian Nowak 

Photo Credit: Ian Nowak 
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Please contact me to view and purchase our amazing products. 

Consultant: Odette Dart 

Cell Nr: 0824500971 

Email: dartodette@gmail.com 



 19 

19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


