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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

JANUARY
Rainfall = 202 mm
Min temp = 26.7 °C
Max temp = 31.1 °C
FEBRUARY
Rainfall = 200 mm
Min temp = 21.0 °C
Max temp = 31.4 °C
MARCH
Rainfall = 49 mm
Min temp = 19.9 °C
Max temp = 32.2 °C
RAINFALL SEASON TO DATE: 827 MM
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WET, WET, WET By Hermann Müller
Lapalala has registered its highest total rainfall
(July 2020 to March 2021) since the earliest rainfall
records in 1932. This remarkable turnaround comes
off the back of prolonged drought conditions that
have affected large parts of southern Africa,
including Lapalala.
For the past six years, we have waited for the respite
that the life-giving rain brings after a hot, dry spring.
However, as one failed rain season followed another,
the ravages of the ongoing drought could be seen on
the bush and its inhabitants. Winter 2020 brought
a glimmer of hope as La Niña conditions began to
strengthen in the Pacific Ocean, with the potential
for increased rainfall for the region. There was much
excitement and gratitude when the rain arrived in
mid-September and – unlike the previous seasons
– continued at regular intervals. By the end of 2020,
a total of 356 mm had been recorded at Lapalala
headquarters. This figure amounts to 64% of the
long-term average for the reserve and almost as
much, if not more, than the total rainfall received
during the previous six seasons.
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The main river systems, the Palala and Blocklands,
rose by metres as Lapalala experienced extensive flooding.

But there was more to come… On Saturday, 23 January,
cyclone Eloise made landfall in Mozambique and
Lapalala received episodes of rainfall, scattered showers
and heavy downpours throughout the following week.
The ground soon became over-saturated, and heavy
downpours on Sunday 31 January and Monday
1 February turned trickling streams into torrents.
The main river systems, the Palala and Blocklands,
rose by metres as Lapalala experienced extensive
flooding. The rains we had longed for came at a price:
extensive damage to roads and fence lines, and delayed
work schedules. Tourism, still reeling from the impact of
COVID-19, came to a grinding halt as the reserve had to
be closed down for all but the most essential activities.
In contrast to the effects on infrastructure and
tourism, Lapalala’s natural environment is flourishing.
Vegetation is recovering from the effects of drought and
overutilization, enhanced by the moist, cooler season.
After six years of parched conditions, it is a welcome
change to see lush, bountiful grass, flowing streams
and saturated wetlands return to the reserve.
The Waterberg is once again living up to its name.

With both January and February 2021 recording over 200 mm of rain,
the period July 2020 to March 2021 saw the highest total rainfall since 1932.

Impassable roads left large parts of
the reserve inaccessible.
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LAPALALA ASSISTS
IN LEOPARD RESCUE
By Annemieke Müller
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The team managed to
reach the male leopard
before the cable around
his neck had caused too
much damage.

On Sunday, 17 January the Lapalala veterinary team
undertook an urgent mission to rescue a male leopard
that had been caught in a cable snare in a nearby
communal area.
The local community reported the trapped leopard
to the Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT), which called
on Lapalala Wilderness to assist. The leopard was
snared in a dense area along a fence line, and had to
be darted from a helicopter. The team waited for the
drugs to take effect before ‘leopard crawling’ for 20
minutes through the thickets to reach the immobilised
animal. Local farmers helped to carry the leopard out
on a stretcher. The animal was subsequently released
onto Lapalala where, with a bit of luck, he will remain,
safe from the indiscriminate scourge of snares that
threatens wildlife across rural Africa.
The leopard was carried out of the area on a stretcher.

A WARM WELCOME TO
BONNITA VAN EEDEN By Glenn Phillips
Lapalala Wilderness is pleased to welcome Bonnita van Eeden to the role
of finance and human resources administrator.
With over eight years of administrative experience, Bonnita is an asset to
the Lapalala team. Since she joined us on 1 February, she has wasted no
time in putting efficient filing and administrative systems in place. She is
also in the process of organising the stock and asset controls system, which
will ensure better management and control of our workshop, tools, parts,
fuel and general supplies.
On a personal note, we would like to congratulate Bonnita and her
husband, Tiaan (our technical services manager) who celebrated the arrival
of their son, Jaiden Christiaan Van Eeden on 5 December 2020. Very best
wishes from all of us at Lapalala. Exciting times indeed!
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LAPALALA WILDERNESS
OPS ROOM NOW LIVE
By JP Viljoen

On 1 February the Lapalala Wilderness Operations
(OPS) room went live: 24 hours a day, 365 days of
the year.
The OPS room serves as a central contact point
for all departments across the reserve. Anyone can
relay information regarding the safety and security
of the reserve, so that the security team can assess
and action an appropriate response. One main
function of the OPS room is to achieve situational
awareness within our APU, and we use a variety of
technology that has been recently implemented to
carry out this role.
The OPS room serves as a hub for various surveillance
systems and communication technologies. Two
situational awareness applications allow different
departments across the reserve to log findings in the
field. This is monitored in real time and enables us to
visualise and investigate events as they happen.

As a central contact point for all departments and
lodges within the reserve, the OPS room is also
responsible for controlling access to the reserve.
The OPS room will keep a central register of expected
arrivals and record all movement into and out of
the reserve.

Various surveillance systems and communication
technologies have been linked into the OPS room,
which facilitates the rapid, secure flow of information.

BABY GIRL BORN
TO PETER AND DINEO
By Annemieke Müller
Warm congratulations to Peter Mashaba and his
fiancée, Dineo on the arrival of their baby daughter;
sister to big brother, Mogau. The baby girl, Muhluri
Phenyo Maila, was born on 6 January 2021. Mother
and daughter are both doing very well. We wish
Peter and his family much joy and many treasured
moments on the journey ahead.

It was an exciting start to the new year as Peter and Dineo
welcomed little Muhluri Phenyo Maila to their family.
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WILD DOGS IN
TRANSIT TO SAFER
SURROUNDS By Annemieke Müller
Lapalala Wilderness is working with the EWT to
relocate the wild dog pack that is currently back in our
boma. The pack has successfully raised 11 pups to take
the total number of dogs to 20.
Despite a dedicated effort to track and contain the
dogs following their release last year, they have
continued to break out of the reserve. A large pack like
this, although likely to disperse into smaller groups,
poses a considerable threat to livestock. Consequently,
the dogs are a target for intolerant farmers who
will not hesitate to kill wild dogs that access their
properties. It has become clear that it is not viable to

Q1 2021

The first of six wild dogs that are
already in transit to other reserves.

release the pack onto Lapalala, so we are collaborating
with the EWT to find alternative homes for the dogs.
On 27 January, two female wild dogs (each two years
old) were initially relocated to a holding facility at
Pongola Game Reserve in KwaZulu-Natal. Here,
they were successfully paired with males and this
newly formed pack has been relocated to Gorongosa
National Park in Mozambique. On 13 March, four twoyear-old males were relocated to Hluhluwe-iMfolozi
Park (HiP). These males will be bonded with females
currently on HiP and then released onto the reserve.
We are still formulating plans to relocate the remaining
14 dogs in the pack.

LAPALALA WILDERNESS ESTABLISHES
ECOLOGICAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE By Hermann Müller
Lapalala Wilderness has established a conservation
advisory committee to provide additional guidance
and scrutiny over conservation management matters
on the reserve. The committee consists of three
independent experts who will share their wealth
of knowledge and experience to help us create an
exceptional conservation legacy.

Lapalala welcomes the following committee
members and appreciates their willingness to
share our vision:
• Dr Ian Whyte is a large mammal ecologist.
He retired as a senior scientist after 37 years of
service in the Kruger National Park.
• Frits van Oudtshoorn is a pasture and rangeland
specialist, and author of well-known books
Guide to Grasses of southern Africa and
Veld Management - Principles and Practices.
• Markus Hofmeyr is the former head of veterinary
wildlife services at SANParks. He joined the Oak
Foundation as the programme officer in the Wildlife
Conservation and Trade (WCT) programme, and is
also the director of the Rhino Recovery Fund.
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ELEPHANTS, KNOB
THORNS AND THE
GRASS LAYER By Reletile Mokomane
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During the growing season, elephants can uproot trees
to get to the fresh, nutrient-rich buds. This may serve a
long-term ecological purpose for the underlying grass layer.

Elephants are known to damage trees in their quest
for food, however we have observed a potentially
positive side to this problem here on Lapalala.
Elephants eat the leaves and bark of the knob thorn
(Senegalia nigrescens). They strip the bark, especially
in the dry season, and they push the trees over to get
to the fresh, nutrient-rich buds during the growing
season. While this seems destructive, these felled trees
create a protective canopy for the underlying grass,
which deters the grazers.
The area along the main road from the Tintswalo
T-junction towards the Palala bridge is a clear example
of this – there is an abundance of grass growing under
the canopy of uprooted knob thorns. The Lapalala
conservation team has cut up the excess brush from
the fallen trees and spread it over larger, particularly
bare, areas. This will protect the grass from grazers
and give these areas a better chance of recovery
from overgrazing.

The brush from the fallen trees is used to cover a
large area of bare soil to give the grass a chance to
recover underneath it.

RHINO IN A PINCH

By Annemieke Müller

Lapalala employs a dedicated group of rhino monitors who perform a
vital role on the reserve, as we were recently reminded.
Koos Nkhumane and his team found Motopi (currently Lapalala’s
oldest rhino bull) in the eastern section of the reserve with a roll of
wire wrapped around his head and neck. The wire bound his mouth so
tightly that Motopi was unable to feed. Fortunately the veterinary team
could remove the wire quite easily, as it had not yet cut into the flesh.

The roll of wire restricted Motopi’s
ability to feed, so he would have
died of starvation if it were not for
our alert rhino monitors.

This case is a brutal illustration of the challenges that face the reserve
in its current development stage. Construction sites are often found
in an unacceptable state with visible litter and/or building material left
behind. A new penalty system will soon be implemented, which will
hopefully go a long way to address this type of offence.
| 07

THE RESERVE REPORT | OPERATIONS NEWS

Q1 2021

HEAVY RAIN
TAKES ITS TOLL ON
INFRASTRUCTURE
By Peter Mashaba and Cobus Greyling

The boundary fence was breached by flash flooding, especially
in areas where the fence crosses low-lying drainage lines.

Cyclone Eloise wielded a double-edged sword for
Lapalala Wilderness. While we welcomed the rains, the
prolonged and widespread downpours wreaked havoc
on our infrastructure, with our extensive road and fence
network bearing the brunt of the damage.
Unlike deep soils that allow large volumes of water to
penetrate and seep away, Lapalala is typically covered
by shallow, erodible soil. This exacerbates the effects of
erosion and flooding events. The rainfall figures paint
a sobering picture. Consider that 10 mm of rain on
one hectare amounts to 100 000 litres of water. If we
extend these figures to the 45 000 hectares that make
up Lapalala Wilderness – and the seasonal total of
813 mm received at HQ – it equates to a staggering
amount of run-off. If this equation were true, we would
need 37 million JoJo tanks (each holding 10 000 litres)
to store all that water!
Fence team restores boundary fence
The Lapalala Wilderness fence team has been working
round the clock to restore sections of the boundary
fence. Flash floods proved too strong for some sections
of the fence, especially in areas where drainage lines
run through the boundary. The fence team has been
repairing the damage and restoring the fence to the
required standard that is capable of enclosing wildlife
for conservation purposes.

Maintenance teams get to work on roads
Our vehicles were bogged down, but the Lapalala
community has remained positive in the wake of
the floods!
Reserve and lodge operations had to continue, despite
the temporary closure of certain roads to avoid damage
to the vehicles. Our maintenance teams have been
focusing on repairs to the main and secondary roads
to improve access to reserve users. A complete main
road survey has been done to assess the damage and
drainage requirements that will be implemented in the
coming months. More drainage pipes will be installed
under the road surface, and we will be increasing the
number of mitre drains along the side of the roads to
dissipate water runoff.

The main road has been graded from Lith Gate to Dordrecht.
The drainage ditches next to the road have been backfilled
with rock before the road is covered with soil, levelled with
a grader and compacted with a 10-ton compaction roller.
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HOW HEALTHY IS
THE PALALA RIVER?
By Annemieke Müller

That is the question that Sifundu Sibiya and his
research assistant, Simphiwe Gininda will be
investigating as part of Sifundu’s Masters of Science
project through UNISA.
They will perform a biological and chemical
assessment of the Palala River to study the influence
of agriculture, siltation and urbanisation on its health.
The students visited Lapalala in March to select two
sample sites within the reserve. In addition to these
two sites, they will also investigate sites in unprotected
areas outside the reserve.

Lapalala is delighted to welcome Sifundu Sibiya back to the
reserve to conduct the fieldwork for his Masters project.

Sifundu is no stranger to Lapalala. He worked at the
Lapalala Wilderness School from 2013–2017, where he
started as an intern and then joined the permanent
staff as an environmental educator. He left Lapalala in
2017 to take up a management position at the Wildlife
and Environment Society of South Africa (WESSA). We
are excited to witness the development of Sifundu’s
career and are happy to welcome him back to Lapalala
for this fieldwork.

KEEPING AN EYE ON OUR PREDATORS
By Annemieke Müller

Lapalala is pleased to welcome Wihan Pretorius to
our predator research programme. Wihan will spend
the next 12 months monitoring our cheetah, lion
and spotted hyena to assess their health, condition
and behaviour.
Pending a change in the pandemic regulations, we
are hoping to host tertiary students later in the year.
Wihan is ideally placed to help these students collect
fieldwork data and share his experience of wildlife
monitoring. Look out for an update in the next
reserve report.

Wihan Pretorius is an experienced predator monitor
from the organisation Wildlife Act.
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AN UPDATE ON
OUR PREDATORS
By Wihan Pretorius
The first quarter of 2021 had its fair share
of challenges for the predator research
team. The substantial rain stopped us in
our tracks – quite literally – as vehicles got
stuck and roads became inaccessible.
The predator research team enjoyed an encounter with
this young female cub and her mother CF4 (Hopewell).

However, we persevered with our monitoring and,
in mid-February, experienced an encounter with
cheetah female CF4 (Hopewell) and her young cub.
After waiting two hours for them to move, we were
rewarded with them resting and playing around our
vehicle. We were able to determine that the cub is a
female. This is great news as female cheetah are vital
in the efforts to conserve the species. This little one
seems like a fighter and we remain hopeful that she
will make it to adulthood.
The month of March brought more exciting cheetah
news. On 25 March, we discovered that cheetah female
CF3 (Mabula) had given birth to at least one cub. We
estimate that the cub was less than 10 days old as its

We were thrilled to discover first time mother CF3
(Mabula) with a very young cub.

eyes had not yet opened. We waited just long enough
to take a photograph and establish that the mother is in
good condition before we left, so as not to disturb them
any further.
On a sadder note, we have lost two lionesses from pride
one within a short space of time. We discovered the body
of LF2 near the Selous stream. Although we cannot be
100% certain as to the cause of her death, we believe that
she might have succumbed to injuries from a fight with
pride two that was in the area at the time. A few weeks
later, we discovered that LF1 had suffered the same fate.

The predator monitors are sad to report the deaths of
two lionesses from pride one.

CARLO COSSU RETURNS TO LAPALALA WILDERNESS

By Annemieke Müller

PhD student, Carlo Cossu, collects blood and
tissue samples from a fresh zebra carcass before
it is fed to the wild dogs in the predator boma.

Carlo Cossu has returned to Lapalala Wilderness to conduct
research towards his PhD from the Veterinary Faculty at the
University of Pretoria. Carlo hails from Italy, and spent time at
Lapalala in 2019 assisting our veterinary team as a volunteer.
He completed his veterinary degree in Italy and has now returned
to South Africa to pursue his PhD. Carlo’s research will focus on
understudied infectious diseases in wildlife such as Q fever, Brucella
and several tick-borne diseases. He is opportunistically taking blood
and tissue samples, as well as collecting external parasites from
wildlife in the Lapalala Wilderness and Kruger National Park.
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TINTSWALO LODGES: SOUTH AFRICA
IS OPEN AND WE WILL RECOVER!
By Lisa Goosen

As March rolls around again, we reflect that a year has passed since the pandemic hit South Africa and the world
shut down. The past few months have been difficult for everyone, but there finally appears to be light at the end
of the tunnel.
COVID-19 infections are dwindling, South Africa has moved back to alert level 1, and our recovery rate is at 95%.
It finally feels safe to believe that the tourism sector can start its long road to recovery. As South Africa’s land
borders re-open and international travellers pass through our airports, we at Tintswalo Lodges are excited to
once again share the natural beauty of southern Africa. And we especially look forward to showing our guests
what we have been up to during lockdown. We invite you to come and experience the new residents’ lounge
and Chefs Warehouse at Tintswalo Atlantic, or to immerse yourself in the lush bush at our safari lodges. There is
nothing as memorable as an evening on safari, sitting around a fire and listening to traditional African stories.

NOKA CAMP WELCOMES NEW MANAGEMENT STAFF
By Tania Weitsz

Assistant lodge manager:
Michelle Burger
Michelle Burger grew up in
Lephalale (Ellisras) where she
fostered an innate love for
nature. She was fortunate to be
among the first group of students
to benefit when tourism was
introduced as a curriculum subject. Michelle excelled in
her studies and made the most of any opportunity to
visit and help out on local game farms.
Over the past 18 years, she has worked in some of
the finest lodges in South Africa and Botswana. Her
experience in all aspects of lodge operations and
management adds to her deep understanding of
lodge life. In Botswana, she learnt to skipper a boat,
pole a mokoro and manage a lodge through annual
flooding… how apt that is for us at Noka right now!
We are delighted to have Michelle join our small team.
Her wealth of experience is a great asset and she looks
forward to wowing our guests when we can reopen.

Maintenance manager:
Shawn Raaths
Shawn Raaths comes from
the Eastern Cape where
he studied mechanical
engineering after he
finished high school. He
then joined the military
service, specialising in self-defence training
and weapon handling, and worked as a special
service unit investigator. With his mechanical
and electrical engineering certificates, he served
in Iraq as maintenance foreman for many years.
More recently, Shawn spent a few years as the
maintenance manager at Mnemba Island. We are
very pleased to have Shawn on board. He is already
getting to grips with our systems, making sure that
our back-of-house is running smoothly, so our frontof-house can focus on our guests’ experience. In
his spare time, Shawn loves to scuba dive. We hope
boat trips on Kubu Dam will suffice for now!

www.lapalala.com | +27 (0) 78 772 7449 | office@lapalala.com

| 11

