
When some GSSA colleagues from the
Limpopo Province announced that they were
planning to host a bushveld tour in their
backyard, focussing on bush encroachment
dynamics, those of us from KwaZulu-Natal
jumped at the opportunity to head north.
Chris Dannhauser, Jorrie Jordaan and Robbie
Robinson put together a programme that
promised to be interesting and informative,
and proved to be so throughout the four-day
tour.

At Bela-Bela, the home of the Towoomba
Agricultural Research station, we were
welcomed by the organisers and met the
other participants in the tour. Other than the
KZN party, most of the participants were
from the northern part of the country. The
entire group added up to seventeen people or
so, which was a perfect size to make new
friends and have some stimulating
discussion. Despite many people having
travelled for several hours, the participants
showed their enthusiasm by engaging in
some vigorous debate from the very first
presentations in the afternoon.

The Towoomba station is the home of the
Irvine grazing trials. These were named after
Dr. Irvine, who established them in the
1930s, and they have been running
continuously ever since. These trials were
designed to test the effects of various grazing
systems at the same long-term stocking rate
on the Sourish Mixed Bushveld (Acocks
1988). The trial consists of four unreplicated
grazing treatments, with one continuously
grazed treatment and three variations on
rotational grazing, which includes the
following: A two-camp system, one camp
grazed in winter and the other during spring,
summer and autumn. A two-camp system,
one camp grazed from late winter to late

summer and the other from late summer to
late winter. A three-camp system, one camp
grazed during spring, one during summer and
one during winter and autumn.

Jorrie Jordaan has recently completed his
PhD on the vegetation dynamics on the
Irvine trials over 70 years, and some
fascinating patterns were revealed Several
of the treatments were grazed continuously
during the relatively short summer growing
season, and these showed the greatest
increases in woody plant density. However,
there were a number of confounding factors,
including the slightly different soil types on
the continuously grazed treatment (which
showed the most dramatic increase in woody
plants), and the fact that the other treatments
were effectively grazed at a much higher
stocking rate during the critical four-month
growing season.

Hennie van der Berg discussed how remote
sensing using satellite imagery could be used
as a tool to monitor and evaluate changes in
bush density, using some fascinating
imagery from the Limpopo Province to
illustrate his talk.

The beers and braai in the evening allowed us
to relax and get to know each other
informally. That first night set the tone for
the rest of the trip. There were many late-
night discussions over the next four days as
we solved the problems of the world around a
braai or a swimming pool.

The next morning was taken up by a number
of presentations, and discussion that took us
well into the planned timetable. Anuschka
Barac demonstrated EcoRestore, a decision-
support software package developed at
North-West University. The package allows
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land-users to choose the most effective bush
control methods by comparing their
conditions to those in a database of various
bush control sites in the arid regions of South
Africa and Namibia.

Finally, we were taken to see the trials which
had sparked all of the debate. The
differences in vegetation composition and
structure between the various camps are stark
and undeniable.

We headed north that afternoon to the
Lapalala wilderness. Lapalala was
established by the collaboration of the well-
known environmentalist Clive Walker and a
businessman and fellow nature enthusiast,
Dale Parker. The reserve is situated in the
stunning Waterberg mountains, and is a sour,
sandy savanna (Mixed Bushveld and Sour
Bushveld; Acocks 1988) stocked with a
variety of game. The Parker family have
created a vision of a large protected area
where people, especially disadvantaged
children, could experience the magic of
wilderness and learn about the wonders of
the nature on their doorstep. The reserve is
about 36 000 ha, and has a major bush
encroachment problem in parts. The
managers showed us the various bush-
clearing and thinning programmes they have
in place, some of which have been more
effective than others. The management have
been entertaining the possibility of
introducing elephants, both to increase the
marketability of the reserve, and to help thin
the woodlands out.

The following morning we headed north
again, past Alldays, and stopped at Pontdrif,
on the border between South Africa and
Botswana. There we clambered about in the
dry Limpopo riverbed like a bunch of
schoolkids. It was a remarkable experience to
be able to stroll across the border between
two countries without the authorities so
much as batting an eyelid.

The contrast between the relatively moist
bushveld in the south of the Limpopo
Province and the arid veld types in the north
is striking, and something that many of the
KZN contingent had not experienced. After
Lapalala we had travelled through Mixed

Bushveld and Arid Sweet Bushveld, and
found ourselves on the border of South
Africa in the Mopani Veld. Magnificent
baobabs stood tall above a sea of mopani
scrub, with rocky koppies breaking the
otherwise featureless horizon. This is game
farming country, and everywhere we went
we found ourselves surrounded by twelve-
foot game fences. Cattle were rare enough to
be cause for comment.

We stopped for lunch at the 8000ha Messina
Experimental Station near Musina. Prof.
Dirk Wessels described the work that he and
his colleagues are doing on ameliorating the
tannins in mopani leaves. Mopani is
virtually the only forage available in the
mopani veld, but animal production can be
depressed at certain times of the year by the
high concentrations of tannins in the leaves.
The exper imenta l fa rm has been
concentrating on game research for some
years, since game production is the major
industry in the region. This is something that
the KwaZulu-Natal Department of
Agriculture should be bearing in mind,
particularly in the north of the province, as
huge areas are being converted from
livestock production to game production.

The Messina Experimental Station is also
home to a magnificent granite inselberg
(Matakwe) said to be one of the largest free
standing rocks in the world. From there, we
had a spectacular view of the world, with the
flat landscape of the Limpopo valley
stretching out on all sides. We could see
Zimbabwe to the north, and what seemed like
most of South Africa to the south. Leopards
are still known to reside in the tiny bush
clumps that miraculously cling to valleys in
the rock's surface.

Our last night was spent at another hot
springs resort, Tshipise, just south of Musina.
Some mistake in our accommodation
arrangements saw to it that most of us had to
choose between sharing a double bed with
our room mate, or sleeping on the floor. By
this time, we'd all come to know each other
well, so everyone took it in good humour.
There were plenty of cracks that night about
revealing the secret sides of our natures to our
better halves.
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The next morning, Arnaud le Roux of the
Endangered Wildlife Trust's Poison Working
Group chatted about the work his
organisation is doing to protect the
endangered oxpeckers. Oxpeckers have
diminished or disappeared across most of
their former range thanks to the widespread
use of dips to control tick-borne diseases on
livestock. The Poison Working Group
provides advice to managers on the
responsible use of poisons in the
environment. In the case of oxpeckers, a
comprehensive manual for farmers has been
produced, on how and when to use poisons,
and which poisons may be safely (and
legally) used to control ectoparasites
(Verdoon & Marais 2004).

At Tshipise, the KZN contingent parted
company from the rest of the tour group.
Graham Peddie had arranged for us to see the
Kruger Park's long-term burning trials, so we
headed due west, to the Pafuri Gate. Some of
the KZN workers had never had an
opportunity to visit a "big five" nature
reserve before, and it was their first
experience of seeing elephants and other
animals in the wild. We stopped off at
Crook's Corner, on the border of
Mozambique, Zimbabwe and South Africa,
to admire the view. Significantly, the
Limpopo River was still bone-dry, the most
telling sign of the drought in Limpopo
Province that we had yet seen.

The KwaZulu-Natal group's last night
together was spent at the beautiful Mopane
camp, in the northern half of the park. The
Mopane camp is one of the newer camps in
the park, and the atmosphere is quite
different from the manicured lawns with
scattered huts of the more traditional camps.
Although the camp is fenced, the bush has
been left largely intact, so that braaing
outside our huts, we felt as though we were
deep in theAfrican bush.

Those of us who still had a long way to go left
early the next morning. Graham and some of
our colleagues were shown around the
replicate of the Kruger long-term burning
trials near Mopane by Nevashny Govender, a
Fire Ecologist at Kruger. The trials were
established in the 1954, replicated at four

locations spread throughout the park, and
consist of a variety of burning seasons and
frequencies in roughly 7ha plots (Enslin
2000).

Graham Peddie, before we parted company
with the tour group at Tshipise, summed up
everyone's feelings about the week in a
heartfelt thanks to Chris, Jorrie and the others
who had worked so hard to put together the
package. Despite the small size of the group,
there was a range of interests and experience,
and it was a great opportunity for all of us to
interact on a stimulating professional and
personal level with colleagues from opposite
ends of the rainfall gradient. To put it more
simply, we made new friends and learnt a lot.

To all those who gave so generously of their
time to make this tour so successful and
interesting, our sincere thanks.
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The GSSA bushveld tour
participants at Alldays.

Back row:

Second row:

Front:

Chris Dannhauser,
Caiphus Khumalo, Cobus Botha,
Thulani Nzuza, Arnaud le Roux,
Jorrie Jordaan, Brent Forbes,
Hennie van der Berg, Parvin Shaker.

Mynhardt Sadie,
Graham Peddie, Felicity Fryer,
Doreen Ndlovu, Erika van Zyl,
Anuschka Barak, William Diko.

Alan Short

Photo courtesy Erika van Zyl

Right:
Bush control efforts at Lapalala Wilderness in
the Waterberg. The area in the foreground was
cleared and sprayed with herbicide, while the
area in the background was not cleared.

Left:
Prof. Dirk Wessels of the University of
Limpopo discusses the work on Mopane as a
forage at Messina Experimental Station



Above: Serious conversation at Tsipise Spa.

Right:
Stepping in some big footprints in the
Limpopo River: Erika and Anuschka at
Pontdrif. (Photos courtesy Anuschka Barak)

Left:
Thick mopane scrub at
Messina Experimental
Station




