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The Lapalala Wilderness Foundation is working 
to improve access to food and clean water in the 
communities around the reserve.

Under the guidance of Mashudu Makhokha, the 
Foundation is planting food gardens that supply 
fresh herbs and vegetables to families in these rural 
areas. This supplementary nutrition helps to ensure 
that children can concentrate and perform better 
at school. Two years since its launch, the project 
has adopted a ‘start small, grow big’ approach and 
consistently plays a practical yet vital role in the diet 
of our local communities.

The Foundation continues to work on providing 
access to potable water. As enshrined in the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals, access to 
clean water is a basic human right. However, the 
communities around the reserve struggle to meet 
their daily need for water. The Foundation has drilled 
a borehole and conducted studies to assess the best 
way to improve the quality of the borehole water.

BUILDING A LEGACY 
THROUGH COMMUNITY 
PROJECTS
By Mashudu Makhokha

“When I first agreed to help with 
the communities in the Lapalala 
conservation landscape, I had 
ambitions to build… to build bridges, 
to build relationships, to build 
dreams and to build the future. 
Ironically, I’ve spent more time 
building walls with brick and mortar 
in the pursuit of these goals! It is a 
rewarding, worthwhile journey,”  
said Mashudu.
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Vegetables, such as beetroot, provide a nutritional boost 
from the Foundation’s food garden project.

The Foundation has drilled a borehole to address the 
basic human need for water.
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The Lapalala Wilderness anti-poaching unit (APU) often supports local law enforcement to secure the area 
surrounding the reserve. Essentially, this area integrity strategy aims to protect the reserve from the outside.  
It also creates a positive working relationship with security stakeholders and proactively addresses all manner  
of crime in the wider area.

The APU supports the South African Police Service (SAPS) during their planned operations, such as vehicle 
control points and rural safety patrols (where the APU works with the visible policing units of the local SAPS).  
The APU K9 unit assists specialised units when tracking is needed for investigations and follow-ups.  
The K9 team also provides general support where needed, including the interception of wanted vehicles.

Representatives of the APU attend the local community police forum (CPF) and rural safety meetings where  
they contribute to the discussion and planning of various operations and strategies.
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The Lapalala Wilderness APU collaborates 
with local law enforcement during planned 
operations, such as vehicle control points.

RESERVE COOPERATES WITH 
LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT 
By JP Viljoen

Q1 2022

A dedicated rehabilitation project is addressing the 
effect of soil erosion, particularly in the red soil areas 
of the central reserve.

Decades of top-soil erosion and gully formations have 
removed the uppermost layer of soil that is vital for 
plant growth. The project aims to combat this erosion 
and create an environment that allows young plants to 
take root and establish a cover of vegetation. This will 
have the added benefit of reducing siltation into the 
Palala River.

The first step was to break up the compacted soil 
in order to improve water absorption and reduce 
water runoff. A single tine ripper attached to a tractor 
created rip-lines that run perpendicular to the slope of 
the area. The rip-lines were then packed with brush to 
protect the seedlings as they establish themselves.

REHABILITATION PROJECT 
REDUCES IMPACT OF 
EROSION 
By Reletile Mokomane

In rehabilitating the landscape of Lapalala Wilderness, 
the desired outcome is to reduce the impact of bare 
soil and promote the natural growth of vegetation.



On the northern boundary of Lapalala lies a tract  
of land – loosely referred to as Mooimeisiesfontein  
and Kirstenbosch – that will soon form part of our 
beautiful reserve.

The area incorporates a natural treasure: an extensive 
wetland system of approximately 200 hectares. 
This wetland forms the headwaters of the Klein 
Mogalakwena River and is fed by rainwater running 
off the ridges and seeping through the valleys in the 
north of the reserve. Not only does this wetland serve 
a critical function by storing and filtering precious 
clean water; it also provides a habitat for a myriad of 
bird, mammal, insect and amphibian species. Buffalo 
graze on the lush green grass and wallow in the muddy 
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WETLAND WONDERS   
By Hermann Müller
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bogs. Serval hunt rodents in the tall grasses and hide 
their kittens in the sheltered reed beds. Numerous 
bird species, crakes, flufftails, snipes and night 
herons (to name a few), hide and skulk in the almost 
impenetrable tangles of dense and permanently  
moist vegetation.

With time, a bit of luck and lots of patience, this 
wetland sometimes reveals glimpses of its generally 
shy and seldom seen residents. On a recent birding 
visit to the area, an immature black-crowned night 
heron was spotted in a small clearing. Perched on a 
reed stalk, it had clearly found its roosting spot for the 
day and only occasionally opened its eyes to peek at 
the weird looking visitor to its swampy domain!

This immature black-crowned night heron was 
spotted in a clearing of wetland.



Nicky Dreyer has completed the 12-month fieldwork 
component of her MSc research project into predator 
dynamics and prey preference at Lapalala. In March  
she returned to the next phase of her studies at 
Nelson Mandela University, which includes the analysis 
of her data. We look forward to receiving the first 
results of her valuable research.

During her time at Lapalala, Nicky was closely involved 
in the collaring of several predators, including 
spotted hyena, cheetah and lion. She reflected on the 
experience to share her insight into the process…

COLLARS FOR 
CONSERVATION

The main reason to collar a wild animal is to track it. 
This can be done in numerous ways depending on the 
type of collar. At Lapalala, GPS/SAT collars are used. 
These collars allow for live tracking of an individual 
(with the use of a handheld telemetry system in the 
field) and provide us with current and historic GPS 
locations of the individual. This data can be accessed  
at any given time to establish the location and 
movement patterns of the animals. The collar data 
is of utmost importance to me in my research as it 
enables me to identify and visit potential kill sites by 
recognising GPS point clusters in the data.

Collaring of a predator requires that the animal is 
anaesthetised by a veterinarian. Although it cannot 
be scheduled, it is always planned. Following the 
management decision to collar a particular individual, 
it may take days or weeks before the actual collaring 
takes place. The decision of how and when the animal 
is to be darted is based on factors such as the location 
and accessibility of the animal, the level of habituation, 
weather conditions and presence of other predators. 
The decision is ultimately made by Lapalala’s 
veterinary team and involves careful assessment of 
risk to the animal and people involved.

Every collaring procedure follows similar protocols, 
yet each one evoked unique emotions that were quite 
foreign to me. These remarkable animals usually 
command a healthy degree of respectful intimidation. 
To see them so vulnerable leaves one feeling an 
almost maternal duty to protect them. I will forever 
be grateful for these experiences and the knowledge I 
have gained through them. As I embark on my career,  
I am determined that I will always strive to play a role 
in the grander scheme of things whilst still having a 
direct impact on an individual animal’s future.
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Once the animal is fully anaesthetised, its eyes are covered with 
a mask to minimise light stimuli. This helps to keep the animal 
calm. Each collar is specifically designed for the animal and is 
measured and fitted once the animal is anaesthetised.

Under anaesthesia, an animal is less capable of 
regulating its own body temperature, so it runs the risk 
of overheating or rapid cooling on very hot or cold days. 
Therefore, collaring generally takes place during early 
mornings or late afternoons. A blanket can be used to 
reduce the impact of chilly temperatures.
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Plant identification in an area with a high diversity can 
be very challenging, especially for the identification 
of herbs. We mostly used a combination of the 
Wildflowers of the Waterberg (Wadley et al, 2021) 
and the online platform iNaturalist. There are many 
excellent professional and semi-professional botanists 
active on this platform who have helped us identify 
or confirm species. Observations of non-threatened 
species within the iNaturalist project “Flora and fauna 
of Lapalala Wilderness” are publicly accessible.

Interestingly, several of our observations concerned 
species that were new to the Waterberg area, or 
had very few observations for South Africa only. Our 
observation of the Zambezian mistletoe (Agelanthus 
sambesiacus; Loranthaceae) is particularly noteworthy 
as there are only a handful of recent observations. 
It was especially exciting to record an observation of 
an unknown lantern flower (Ceropegia; Apocynaceae). 
A publication with the species description and a 
proposed name is planned for next year, as soon as  
a flowering specimen can be described.

LELE PROJECT YIELDS 
EXCITING FIELDWORK 
DISCOVERIES
By Jesse Kalwij
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The Zambezian mistletoe (Agelanthus sambesiacus; 
Loranthaceae) is a hemi-parasite that grows only on 
velvet corkwood (Commiphora mollis).
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The Lapalala Elephant Landscape Experiment (LELE) is revealing some interesting and unusual  
plant observations.

The second fieldwork season took place from November 2021 to February 2022, following the completion of 
the fences in June 2021. The primary aim of this fieldwork was to map all the trees within the 48 hectares of 
the experiment, ensuring that the impact of elephants can be traced over time. This work was carried out by 
a team of five students from the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology. We also mapped animal tracks and dung 
to confirm that the fences keep elephants out of selected experimental plots. Finally, we established and 
sampled permanent vegetation quadrats.

We mapped approximately 40,000 trees of some 66 tree species. At the time of writing, we have no results 
to draw comparisons between this latest survey and that of March 2021. A preliminary analysis of the animal 
survey suggests that elephants access the unfenced control plots, while other animals visit both the control 
plots and the elephant exclosures. The vegetation survey showed a high species richness: nearly 300 tree, 
herb, and grass species.

The observation of an unknown lantern flower 
(Ceropegia; Apocynaceae) is likely to be confirmed 
as a new, undescribed species according to the 
Apocynaceae specialist of the South African 
National Biodiversity Institute.



Lapalala Wilderness continues to install directional signage on the roads that cross the reserve.

The first phase saw the development and construction of road signs on the main road of Lapalala Wilderness. 
The second phase, which got under way in March, will see the completion of more rock-clad, concrete signs that 
demarcate the way to Noka and Melote lodges. Precautional signage will also be installed at the Palala Bridge to 
conform with legal requirements.

The first road signs have deteriorated quite rapidly, largely from bleaching due to sun exposure, but also the 
inquisitive attention of rhino and elephant. The new signs will be made with a different product that should 
withstand the harsh African conditions more effectively.
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ROAD SIGNS  
POINT THE WAY 
By Cobus Greyling
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The brickwork was constructed by Lapalala Wilderness 
staff member, Juda Mokitlane, and the rock cladding by an 
artisan from the Mike Buyskes construction team.

WORKSHOP UPGRADES REDUCE RISK OF POLLUTION 
By Christiaan van Eeden

A containment bund was built at the diesel dispensing 
area to mitigate potential spillage.

The Lapalala workshop area has been upgraded 
in various ways to deal with the management of 
hazardous waste.

The upgrades aim to mitigate the effects of operational 
procedures on the environment, and have been 
guided by industry best practice and the stipulations in 
the Environmental Management Programme (EMPr).

A specialised oil separator improves the drainage in 
the vehicle wash bay area. The separator contains 
any oils and grease originating from the wash bay, 
ensuring that only clean water is disposed of.

The storage of used motor oil has been improved by 
the use of bulk flow bins. This eliminates the need for 
numerous drums and reduces spillage. The used oil will be 
recycled through a reputable company.



Lapalala Wilderness is currently undergoing a phase 
of development that requires careful monitoring of 
environmental compliance to ensure sustainability.

Selected custodian sites on the reserve are being 
developed for private use or for commercial 
purposes. This complies with the legal requirements 
of the National Environmental Management 
Act (107 of 1998), which gives the reserve the 
authority to undertake these developments. It 
is the responsibility of Lapalala Wilderness to 
ensure that any development adheres to the 
conditions and requirements of the Environmental 
Management Programme (EMPr) issued as part of 
the environmental authorisation by the competent 
authority. Chapter 2 of NEMA states that: 

“Environmental management  
must place people and their needs 
at the forefront of its concern, and 
serve their physical, psychological, 
developmental, cultural and social 
interests equitably”.

ENSURING ENVIRONMENTAL COMPLIANCE 
By Peter Mashaba

Protected trees and plants of conservation concern were wrapped 
in danger tape and netting to identify their status as ‘no go areas’.
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Construction of a 12-bed commercial lodge is 
currently under way on a custodian site, identified 
as Melote. Peter Mashaba, together with external 
environmental control officers from NuLeaf 
Planning, conducted a pre-construction inspection 
at the Melote site. They verified protected trees 
and plant species of conservation concern, which 
were subsequently marked with danger tape and 
then wrapped with net. This high visibility marking 
identifies their status as ‘no go areas’ which will 
ensure their protection during the construction 
phase and eventually when the lodge opens its 
doors to guests.

As was highlighted by this pre-construction 
inspection, it is important that contractors 
adhere to the EMPr conditions and are aware of 
the consequences should they contravene the 
conditions. The development of Melote Lodge is 
going to require the cooperation of all stakeholders. 
By integrating economic, social and environmental 
elements, the development will safeguard the 
utilisation of natural resources and ensure their 
sustainable existence for future generations.



The landscape of Lapalala Wilderness is punctuated 
by an array of amazing rock formations. There is one 
particularly curious feature that is not weathered 
by the elements but built by millions of industrious 
insects. We call them ‘termite rocks’.

These rocks perch atop a termite mound that has 
slowly but surely nudged the rock off the ground 
as the mound takes shape underneath it. We were 
fascinated to learn that termites purposely build their 
homes under the rocks, apparently to regulate the 
temperature of their network of chambers under the 
ground. The mounds may even appear lopsided as 
the termites actively build on one side to allow more 
heat where it is needed.

The termites build the mounds from their saliva, 
faeces and soil – a combination of bizarre building 
material that rivals concrete in its strength. It is 
extraordinary to think that a termite mound can lift a 
rock of up to one tonne in weight off the ground.

Termites live for up to two years, so it would take one 
to two million termites up to 25 years to complete 
a mound. Termites work 24 hours a day on their 
mounds, which can reach heights of nine metres. 
If this was scaled in human terms, it would be 
equivalent to building a home two kilometres high!

Once a termite colony dies out (which can take  
80-100 years), the mounds are used by all manner  
of wildlife. Birds nest in them, snakes hibernate 
in them, and wild dogs and hyena den in them. 
Nocturnal creatures, like honey badgers and 
porcupines, sleep in them during the day while 
warthogs retreat into them at night. 
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Termites appear to regulate the temperature in their 
mounds by altering the height of distinct areas.

TERMITES ROCK!  
By Hendrie Cloete and Christiaan Smit

Q1 2022
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An amazing example of a ‘termite rock’ can be  
seen between Rapids and Tambotie Crossing.

A five-metre termite mound may take 500 lbs of 
soil and several tonnes of water to make.


