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As the COVID-19 pandemic loses momentum and 
restrictions are lifted, it is time to analyse the effect of 
the pandemic on rhino poaching and predict what is 
to come.

Rhino poaching incidents dropped dramatically in the 
early stages of the COVID lockdown, largely due to 
restrictions on human movement and international 
freight. In 2019, nearly 600 rhinos were poached in 
South Africa. This number dropped by 34% in 2020 
and by 24% in 2021, which showed that the incidents 
were starting to increase once again. 

It was almost impossible for poachers to move 
between provinces due to the high presence of law 
enforcement on roads throughout the country. The 
curfew, which was implemented on a national level, 
also meant that poachers could not travel freely at 
night. International freight was severely curtailed, 
with restrictions at border posts and shipping ports 
impacting the ability of poaching syndicates to 
smuggle horns out of the country.

IMPACT OF COVID-19 
ON RHINO POACHING
By JP Viljoen

Looking ahead, South Africa can reliably expect to 
have a year-on-year increase in the total number of 
rhino poaching incidents in 2022. We are only halfway 
through the year and these figures already equal the 
total number of rhinos poached in 2021.

As soon as the COVID restrictions were relaxed, there 
was an increase in the number of poaching incidents. 
Poaching syndicates were unable to supply the black 
market with rhino horn during the pandemic. One 
can assume that the resulting shortage (and hence 
higher demand) has pushed up the price of rhino 
horn, leading to a greater reward-to-risk ratio. This, in 
turn, provides significant motivation for poachers to 
increase their attempts to poach rhino.

This puts all rhino custodians under immense 
threat of poaching. Faced with these challenges,  
the Lapalala security and monitoring network is  
always on high alert to ensure the ongoing safety of 
our rhino populations.

 | 03

THE RESERVE REPORT  | RESERVE NEWS Q2 2022



Lapalala Wilderness recognises the loyalty and commitment of employees through a long service awards 
programme that has been in place since 2002.

Staff members receive a long service certificate as well as a monetary prize (R1 000 after 5 years; R1 500 after 
10 years; R2 000 after 15 years; R2 500 after 20 years and R3 000 after 25 years of service). The money is paid 
out at the end of the employment anniversary month. Employees also receive a special award certificate which 
is issued by the administration office and handed over at the year-end Christmas function. This year, we are 
pleased to honour Daniel Morve, Johannes Mosehlana and Jermina Mangwane for 10 years of dedicated service.
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EMPLOYEES RECOGNISED FOR LOYAL SERVICE 
By Jane Mafafo

Q2 2022

Heartfelt congratulations to 
Hermann and Annemieke 
Müller on the safe arrival 
of Leah Elisabeth Müller; a 
second daughter and baby 
sister for Robynne. Leah was 
born in Rietondale, Pretoria 
on 9 February. Our warm 
wishes for many wonderful 
times ahead as you celebrate 
your family of four.

AND BABY 
MAKES FOUR
By Glenn Phillips

Board director, Peter Anderson, 
paid tribute to Daniel Morve on his 
10-year recognition award.

Board director, Mike Gregor, 
congratulated Johannes Mosehlana on 
his 10 years of dedicated service.

Board director, Duncan Parker, 
thanked Jermina Mangwane for 10 
years of commitment to Lapalala.

The Müller family has welcomed the arrival of little Leah.
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The marula tree is one of the most valued trees in 
southern Africa. Archeological evidence suggests that 
this has been the case since 10 000 B.C.

The scientific name of the marula tree is Sclerocarya 
birrea: Sclerocarya means ‘hard nut’ and birrea is 
derived from the common Senegalese word (‘birr’) for 
this tree. It is a dioecious plant, which means it has 
two distinct sexes.

The juicy, yellow fruit of the female marula tree is 
a well-known source of nutrition for animals and 
humans. Fresh fruit is a summertime treat, which 
can also be preserved as a delicious jelly or used to 
make alcoholic drinks, including beer. Traditionally, 
the nutritious white nut is cracked with a rock before 
being eaten as is or mixed with vegetables. Domestic 
animals and wildlife eat the fruit of the tree and 
excrete the nut which is then collected. Alternatively, 
the nut is collected when the flesh of the fruit has 
dried up.

The marula tree is used to treat several illnesses. 
Trees are sometimes found with visible ‘wounds’ 
where a traditional healer may have collected 
material for medicinal use. A decoction of the 
bark treats dysentery and rheumatism, and has a 
prophylactic effect against malaria. The bark is also 
believed to be an excellent remedy for haemorrhoids. 
Roots and bark are used as laxatives, and a drink 
made from marula leaves is used for the treatment  
of gonorrhoea.

Parts of the marula tree are fashioned into various 
items that are used in daily life. The tree can be 
used for furniture, paneling, flooring, carvings and 
household utensils, like spoons. The wood and trunk 
are used to make boats and sledges. A red-brown dye 

A MULTITUDE OF USES 
FOR THE MARULA TREE 
By Reletile Mokomane

can be produced from the fresh skin of the bark, while 
the gum is rich in tannin and mixed with soot to use as 
ink. The inner bark can be used to make a strong rope.

The marula tree plays an important part in the cultural 
beliefs and practices of many African people. Its two 
distinct sexes probably explain why it is believed to 
influence the gender of an unborn baby. The parents-
to-be consume the fruits of the female plant if they 
wish for a girl, and parts of the male plant for a boy. 
The Tsonga people celebrate the feast of the first fruits 
by pouring an offering of fresh marula juice over the 
graves of deceased chiefs.

Given the marula’s multitude of uses, it is not 
surprising that the tree is widely protected by 
indigenous peoples and communities.
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 In South Africa, the marula is a protected tree species.

The nutritious white nut can be cracked with a rock before 
being eaten as is or mixed with vegetables.



Lapalala Wilderness is working with the African 
Pangolin Working Group (APWG) to assist with the soft 
release of a rehabilitated ground pangolin, also known 
as Temminck’s pangolin.

The young female pangolin was confiscated by 
local authorities after they were tipped off about a 
trafficking operation. Pangolins have an unfortunate 
status as one of the world’s most trafficked animals. 
Their scales are used in traditional Chinese medicine 
and are highly sought after in the illegal wildlife trade. 
Following the arrest of the traffickers, the pangolin was 
taken to the Johannesburg Wildlife Veterinary Hospital 

for medical care and rehabilitation. She was named 
Robyn after the woman who provided the tip-off. 
Robyn’s condition soon improved, and it was agreed 
that she would be relocated to Lapalala Wilderness for 
the next phase of her rehabilitation.

Pangolins often struggle to adapt to a new 
environment, so newly released animals require 
intensive monitoring during the first couple of weeks.
The APWG counter-poaching manager guided us in 
various techniques to monitor her signs, movement 
and weight. At first Robyn was released from her 
temporary, wooden holding container for a daily 
walk in the bush. The monitors checked if she was 
successful in finding ants and her weight was regularly 
recorded. Weight loss is a reliable indicator of stress 
and/or insufficient feeding, so any observation of 
weight loss requires swift action.

We were excited to see that Robyn settled in very 
easily and fed well from the start. She continued to 
make excellent progress, so we decided that it was 
time for her permanent release into the bush. She was 
fitted with a light-weight tracking device on one of her 
scales. This allows us to conduct a daily check-in of her 
location and condition. Her weight remains better than 
expected and she seems to have found her favourite 
hangout spots.

Pangolins are fascinating animals with uniquely 
individual characters. Their elusive nature means that 
we still have much to learn about the species. We are 
privileged to observe Robyn go about her daily – often 
very entertaining – activity, thereby adding to our 
insight into pangolin behaviour. We will continue to 
monitor Robyn, according to the APWG protocol, and 
look forward to updating you on her progress.
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Robyn takes us for a walk, in search of ants!

Wihan Pretorius prepares to weigh Robyn.

THE RESERVE REPORT  | BIODIVERSITY NEWS Q2 2022

RESCUED PANGOLIN 
MAKES HERSELF AT HOME
By Wihan Pretorius



AFRICAN WILD DOGS 
ON LAPALALA
By Annemieke Müller
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It appears that this dog, with its distinctive, light-patterned coat, 
has taken on the role of alpha male in the pack of four adults.
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A pack of four African wild dogs – two adult males and two adult females – is currently roaming on Lapalala.  
The dogs use the entire reserve but seem to prefer the southern and western areas to hunt for food. The small 
pack lends itself to great photo opportunities and, with a bit of luck, may treat us to a litter of pups in the future.

The Waterberg region is home to a population of free-roaming African wild dogs. However, the animals have a 
long history of human-wildlife conflict because the local farmers view them as a potential threat to their livestock. 
Lapalala Wilderness is eager to help in mitigating this persecution by providing a haven for this critically endangered 
species. For more information visit the website of the Waterberg Wild Dog Initiative: waterbergwilddogs.org.za

The historical data on our rhino population 
has provided interesting research for Honours 
student, Latoya Ndlovu, from the University of the 
Witwatersrand. Latoya visited Lapalala in June to 
present the results of her study into the reproductive 
performance and survival of our rhino populations 
(both black and white). She was accompanied by her 
supervisor, Prof Jason Marshal.

Rhino were first introduced onto Lapalala in 1982, 
under the watchful eye of a dedicated rhino monitoring 
team. Since then, the team has collected a valuable 
pool of data about the status of our rhino. Latoya 
analysed this data to identify the factors affecting their 
reproductive performance and survival. Her first efforts 
show a significant positive correlation between survival 
of calves and rainfall: in years of poor rainfall there is 
higher mortality of calves, both in our black and white 
rhino populations.

Latoya has not completed her investigation. She has 
been accepted for a Masters programme to continue 
her analyses in more detail, focusing on the effects of 
resource variability on the demographic rates of black 
and white rhino on Lapalala.

REPRODUCTIVE PERFORMANCE AND  
SURVIVAL IN RHINO By Annemieke Müller

Wits University student, Latoya Ndlovu, is analysing 
Lapalala’s historical rhino data for a better insight into the 
performance of our black and white rhino populations.

Lapalala Wilderness has employed a dedicated team of 
rhino monitors since 1983.



Lapalala would like to congratulate Dr Vanessa 
Wandja Kamgang on the publication of her 
research into the breeding characteristics of roan 
antelope.

Hailing from Cameroon, Vanessa spent 12 months 
on Lapalala during 2017/2018 for the fieldwork 
component of her PhD through the University of 
Pretoria. At the time, Lapalala had embarked on a 
roan reintroduction programme. 

The reserve managed over 100 roan antelope 
in 20-hectare breeding camps to increase the 
population before its release in 2019. This created 
the perfect platform for Vanessa to observe 
and record behaviour during mating, pregnancy 
and lactation, and to collect faecal samples for 
hormone analyses.

Her study, titled “Patterns of faecal glucocorticoid 
metabolite levels in captive roan antelope 
(Hippotragus equinus) in relation to reproductive 
status and season” was published in the peer-
reviewed journal, General and Comparative 
Endocrinology, in May 2022. It is Vanessa’s third 
scientific publication.

The research provides novel data that links 
hormonal patterns with reproductive events in 
roan antelope, assisting in the understanding and 
management of this endangered species.
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ROAN ANTELOPE RESEARCH PUBLISHED 
IN PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL 
By Annemieke Müller
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The study by Dr Vanessa Wandja Kamgang provides 
valuable insight into the largely unknown breeding 
characteristics of roan antelope.

We were doubly delighted at the news that Vanessa 
has achieved her doctorate. Her thesis, “New insights 
into the reproductive behaviour and its endocrine 
correlates in the roan antelope (Hippotragus equinus) 
for captive management” has been officially accepted 
by the University of Pretoria. Congratulations and 
best wishes, Vanessa! A PhD is a significant stepping-
stone towards a bright future. We hope to see more  
of you in years to come.



Our young male cheetah has reached adulthood 
and has dispersed from his mother (CF4). With the 
pressure of dominant males on the reserve, he has 
escaped Lapalala on two occasions. Fortunately he was 
fitted with a tracking collar, so we managed to retrieve 
him. He is currently based in our predator boma, from 
where he will be relocated to Zambia. This contribution 
to the cheetah metapopulation is a significant success 
story for conservation on Lapalala. We are now starting 
to add individuals into this population, which will help 
ensure the survival of the species.

In the interim CF4 has given birth to a litter of four 
cubs, of which two appear to have survived. She 
has raised two cubs to adulthood before, so we are 
hopeful that she can do it again. The other cheetah 
female, CF3, has managed to raise her female cub 
through the most critical phases of her life to reach a 
year old. We are hopeful that she will also enhance our 
cheetah conservation efforts.

There has been a shift in dynamics across our lion 
population. LM2 has taken over from LM1 as the 
dominant male and has pushed LM1 into hiding. LM2 
has also taken over the females and their cubs. LF4 
has been seen mating with LM2 and she might have 
cubs soon. She has slowly started to join her pride 
again, and her previous offspring are becoming more 
independent. We currently have a few young lions 
roaming the reserve on their own.

We have been encouraged by an increase in sightings 
of young spotted hyena. This is a good indicator of the 
successful reintroduction of the species. Some other 
noteworthy sightings by the predator research team 
included aardwolf, bat-eared fox, caracal, civet, serval 
and a horned adder (only the second recorded sighting 
on the reserve).

PREDATOR RESEARCH UPDATE
By Wihan Pretorius
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Above: Cheetah female, CF4, and her cubs were 
photographed on a fresh impala kill.
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A shift in dynamics has resulted in LM2 taking over 
as the dominant male lion on the reserve.

Two young spotted hyena cubs were seen near East Gate.

The predator research team recently had a rare 
sighting of a horned adder (Bitis caudalis).

It has been a busy and productive second quarter 
for some of the priority species on Lapalala.
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NEW SELF-CATERING FACILITY 
FOR TOUCHSTONE LODGE
By Cobus Greyling

The new and improved ‘bush kitchen’ at Touchstone Lodge 
will eventually include gas cookers, geysers, and  
stand-alone braai facilities.

New self-catering facilities are beginning to take shape 
at Touchstone Lodge.

The lodge, which was taken over by Lapalala in 2019, 
consists of chalets and a communal kitchen that is 
equipped for self-catering guests. Earlier this year, 
the decision was made to design a ‘bush kitchen’ for 
self-catering use, conveniently located in between the 
chalets. The kitchen island was completed in June. The 
next phase of construction will include the installation 
of gas cookers, geysers, and stand-alone braai facilities.

Lepogo Lodges is pleased to welcome Juan Malan 
to the team of safari guides.

Juan grew up on the border of the Kruger 
National Park, where he developed a love for 
the wilderness from an early age. As a young 
teenager he spent his time volunteering in 
the Kruger, while eagerly awaiting the earliest 
opportunity to qualify as a guide. Juan has worked 
in the Kruger National Park and Sabi Sands Game 
Reserve, inspiring guests with his enthusiasm and 
knowledge of the bush. He was also involved in 
a school programme that taught children how to 
survive in the wilderness. He is an experienced 
walking trails guide with a particular interest in 
the healing properties of our indigenous flora.

LEPOGO LODGES 
WELCOMES NEW GUIDE 
By Naomi Dippenaar

Newly appointed guide, Juan Malan, is also a keen 
photographer. He enjoys helping guests use their 
cameras and hone their skills to capture memorable 
moments on safari.

Touchstone Lodge has been identified as a potential 
base for reserve contractors, researchers and 
students. With the envisaged increase in occupancy, 
we look forward to seeing our Touchstone guests 
using the new and improved kitchen facilities.



Clothing
• Neutral clothing is the preferred choice in 

safari wear, especially if you would like to do 
a bush walk. Avoid bright, neon colours that 
might entice an animal to venture too close 
for comfort. Remember to pack some insect 
repellant to keep the smaller critters at bay! 

•  Winter months in the Waterberg call for 
warm jackets and long pants, as well as 
closed shoes. Chilly mornings can warm up 
as the sun comes out (even in winter), so 
layering your clothes is a sensible idea. 

•  Summer months call for shorts and a T-shirt. 
Sun protection is essential – don’t forget a hat 
and plenty of sunscreen. A pair of sunglasses 
helps to avoid the inevitable squinting.
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Neutral clothing is the preferred choice, especially 
for a bush walk.

Technology
You might want to switch off and leave the world 
behind, but there is some ‘tech’ that has a vital 
place on safari. 

• Binoculars and a good quality camera are 
must-haves. Wild animals have an annoying 
habit of remaining at a distance! A vehicle 
can only get as close as the route allows, so a 
good pair of binoculars is essential. 

• No safari is complete without a digital 
slideshow to help you reminisce. A good 
camera can help bridge the gap between your 
time on safari and your arrival back home. 
Make sure to bring a few extra memory cards. 
You don’t want to risk missing that once-in-
a-lifetime photograph because your only 
memory card is full. 

• Don’t forget your adapters and chargers to 
ensure your electronic items remain fully 
charged and ready for action.

South Africa is known for its abundant sunshine, but the chilly winter months in the Waterberg can 
catch visitors off guard. Believe it or not, it gets properly cold here! With that in mind, we’ve put 
together a year-round guide to help you pack for safari. 




