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The effect of large 
area burns on 
nutrients and 
herbivore distribution 
in the north of the 
Kruger National Park 
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his study was done in the 
Mooiplaas region on the 
northern basalt plains of the 

Kruger National Park, after an area of 
113.38 km2 around the Capricorn 
roan camp burnt down in April 2002. 
Within a week after the fire there was 
a rainfall event of about 20 mm. Soon 
after, zebra that had been almost 
absent from the area, were seen on 
the burnt patch. To determine the 
effect of a burnt patch on the 
concentration of herbivores, the 
animals on the burnt patch and an 
unburnt control area of 228.87 km2 
was counted in May, using a fixed 
wing aircraft.  These counts were 
repeated in September of 2002 
(Figure 1). The density of animals 
was much higher on the burnt area 
within the first month after the burn, 
but animals were distributed almost 
evenly by September. However, most 
of the zebra that moved on to the 
burn in May were still there in 
September. 

Grass samples were collected to 
test whether the nutrient content of 
grass in the burnt and unburnt areas 
differed. Ten samples of the young  
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Figure 1: A comparison of animal numbers on burnt and unburnt areas one 
month after the burn and again 4 months later, indicating the small change 
in Zebra numbers on the burnt area. 

growing grass of the same species 
were collected in May in both the 
burnt and adjacent unburn veld. The 
nutrient concentration in the grass in 
the burnt area was much higher than 
that of the unburnt area (Table 1).   

 

 
Discussion. 
 
The high nutrient concentration in the 
burnt patches at least partly explain 
why animals move onto the burns. 

The fact that zebra remain in these 
burnt areas may be important for 
management as a large zebra 
population may have a detrimental 
effect on the grass layer as it is does 
not have a chance to recover, 

especially if there is a 
water source nearby.  
This was actually the 
case in the Mooiplaas 
region as showed by 
the MSc study of 
Johann Oelofse 
(Oelofse et al. 1999).  
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Table 1. Nutrient concentrations in grass 
collected in the burnt and unburnt area near 
Mooiplaas.  

 Burn No burn 
Nitrogen % 2.21 ± 0.072 0.71 ± 0.072 
Protein % 13.8 4.43 
Phosphorus % 0.73 ± 0.026 0.13  ± 0.026 
Sodium % 0.92  ± 0.036 0.14  ± 0.036 
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Figure 2: A comparison of animals on burnt and unburnt patches one 
month after the burn and again 4 months later, indicating the small 
change in zebra numbers on the burnt patch. 

References 
 
Oelofse J, Brockett BH, Biggs HC 

and Ebersohn C 1999.  The 
effect of drought and post-fire 
grazing on the herbaceous layer 
of shrub-mopane veld on basalt 
in the Kruger National Park, 

South Africa.  In: Proceedings of 
the VI International Rangeland 
Congress. People and 
Rangelands – Building the 
Future. Vol. 1: 505 – 507.  

 

Grassroots: Newsletter of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa ▪ February 2006 ▪ Vol 6 ▪ No. 1

29




