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Rain and Temperatures 
 

This month we recorded 64.66mm 
of rain. The rainfall recorded for the 
Year to Date (YTD) is 140.5mm. So 
far this year we are keeping track 
with both the long term and the 5 
year rain trends.  

We are grateful to have had 8 fairly 
regular spaced showers that ranged 
from 1mm to 27mm.  

Temperatures for the month 
included a low of 18 degree Celsius 
and a high of 40 degrees Celsius.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       (Martial by Danny Shaw) 

 

 

 

Sightings 

Lion sightings continue to be good – 
by frequenting the dams one is 
almost assured of coming across 
them. 

A leopard was seen on Camp Road. 

Some unusual sightings include a 
grey plover, honey badgers, a 
bushveld rain frog and a tree snake 
around the office complex. 

Ground hornbills were observed at 
Ndlovu Dam. 

New born impala were first spotted 
around the 17th of November.
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Research Activities 
 

As a continuation of last month’s 
member article on baobabs by Liz 
McKenzie - 

SAEON 

On the shoulders of giants: Factors 
impacting baobab survival in the 
Kruger National Park 

By Dr Dave Thompson, Biodiversity 
Scientist, SAEON Ndlovu Node and 
Rob Taylor, Ecologist, GroundTruth
      

An interesting article appeared 
recently in a SAEON newsletter and 
highlights the need for long-term 
scientific observations and data 
archiving. 

 

 

Figure 1. The savannah elephant (L) 
and the baobab (R) are the giants of 
the African continent. The destructive 
behaviour of the savannah elephant 
has attracted negative attention 
regarding the persistence of baobabs, 
but is this justified? 

 

Recent surveys on baobabs in the 
Kruger National Park have raised 
concerns about the long term status 
of these iconic trees species due to 
them not being easily dispersed, slow  

 

 

 

 

growing and heavily utilised by 
elephant. 

 

Figure 2. A composite image of a 
baobab individual in northern Kruger 
National Park - the left side of the 
image from a photograph taken in July 
1995 by Dr Ian Whyte; the right taken 
in September 2013. Changes in the 
extent of elephant damage are clear. 

 

The initial thought was that elephant 
were the culprits causing the most 
damage. But using data collected for 
twenty or more years on individual 
trees in the Kruger revealed two other 
factors -1) intervals between veld fires 
(long intervals are needed between 
fires as young trees are susceptible to  

 

 

 

fire and 2) mean annual temperature 
(warmer areas promote growth of 
younger trees).  

Elephant damage is escalating 

Favoured by elephants, the baobab 
is utilised destructively. This study 
suggests that the percentage and 
severity of damage to baobabs has 
increased in line with recent 
increasing elephant densities in KNP. 

Elephants use their tusks to pierce 
baobab bark and then strip the bark 
both upwards and downwards. In this 
manner an elephant is able to ‘peel’ 
large areas of the stem (Figure 3). The 
preferred forage height of <3m 
suggests a convenient height for 
elephants to manoeuvre their tusks.  

  

Figure 3. Baobabs are a species favoured 
by elephant as a source of food. Typically, 
the tusks are used ‘peel’ off vertical strips 
of bark and the moisture-rich underlying 
stem tissues. If repeated too frequently, 
the stem cannot heal and the extent and 
severity of damage becomes 
accumulative. 
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Damage to trees appears to be 
accumulative and that frequent 
elephant returns to the same tree do 
not allow for baobabs to heal 
between visits. 

All baobabs in the survey with stem 
diameter more than 2m had some 
level of elephant damage and all 
baobabs with stem diameters more 

than 3,5m had more than just slight 
damage. This suggests that damage is 
accumulative and that frequent 
elephant returns to the same tree do 
not allow for baobabs to heal 
between visits. 

 No seedlings were observed during 
any of the sampling campaigns since 
1995.  

The 18-year dataset represents a mere 
~1% of a baobab’s possible lifespan - 
so continued monitoring of these trees 
will add significantly to understanding 
these species. This should be done at 
intervals relevant to changes in 
elephant density, fire management 
and climate.

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

Anti-poaching 
 
Balule has had a few incursions over the month fortunately without any losses.   

We continue to be vigilant and by being very visible, especially along the tar road, are able to contain the threat for the 
moment.

Guest Contributions 

From time to time we have the pleasure of guest contributions from member “experts” on different topics, such as birds 
and trees, relating to ONGR, included into this newsletter. Please see a contribution from Roy Sarkin on Swifts on the last 
page. Thank you Roy.  

If you would like to make a contribution or suggest a topic of interest - please make contact with Joe. 

 
Seasonal Activities 
We’ve sprayed herbicide around the reserves main infrastructures as part of the keeping fires away from buildings. 

Elephants are still hampering us as far as the fence is concerned but this has eased off a bit and we will be looking at doing 
some much needed road maintenance. 

 (splash of colour) (Mother and calf by Jock)
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Staff accommodation 

We’ve extended the fence so that the entrance to the 
new accommodation is now inside the electrified fenced 
off area  

Waterholes 

The rain has helped maintain the water levels in all the 
dams. Ndlovu overflowed and Wildebeest dam is 
significantly fuller. We also have water in Pebble Loop 
and Zebra Dams. Kudu Dam is being maintained from the 
borehole reticulation system.  

Old office to flatlet (Cottage) 

Pronics completed the project on schedule leaving us just 
enough time to furnish and put in all the necessary 
crockery, cutlery etc. Thank you to Bernard, Dalene and 
staff who put in some extra effort to make it habitable for 
our first guest.

OFFICE & HOUSEKEEPING  
NEWS
 
The office is experiencing a high demand for cleans leading up to Christmas and New Year. Please put in your requests 
timeously to assist us with planning of these cleans.

 
General

UNITS FOR SALE 

Full Share B9 and B14;     Half Share B25;   Full or Half Share B36 

Infrastructure Developments 



  

 

 

 

CAUSEWAY RESTRICTIONS 

In terms of the RTA there will be restrictions on the number of vehicles crossing the causeway for game drives to 6 
vehicles per day from 16 to the 29th Dec and will be closed from the 30th Dec to the 1st of Jan inclusive. You however 
are more than welcome to visit family and friends. Please make bookings through the office.   

 

CLUBHOUSE 

Members are reminded that the new Clubhouse is used at your own risk. Parents are advised to ensure that 
children do not walk across the rim / overflow wall of the swimming pool at any time.   

Please ensure you leave tables and chairs as you would like to find them on your next visit.

YOGA AT THE NEW CLUBHOUSE

 
 

 
 
 
 

         
(Ndlovu Dam overflowing) 

CHRISTMAS HOLIDAYS 

 We’d like to wish everyone traveling this festival season a safe 
journey, as well as a blessed Christmas that will be well spent 
with family and friends.  
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Guest Contributions 

The Common Swift (European Swift) 

 Apus apus. 

 Roy’s Twitter. 

 

This is the most aerial of all birds. The word Apus is derived from the Greek Apous meaning footless. 

Swifts are pamprodactyly (pam -forward and dactyle - toes).This means all 4 toes face forward so they can’t perch like 
normal birds do but cling onto structures or land on their tummies on a beam or roof. 

The common swift (hereby referred to as swift) spends 9 months of every year in flight; it sleeps and mates in the air. It is 
the only bird to mate in the air. 

A swift ringed in the UK was recaptured 18 years later and was estimated to have flown 4,8 million kilometres (3 million 
miles ) This equals going to the moon and back 8 times! 

I have seen 7 types of swift on Olifants but only a few occasions have I seen Common Swifts. One sees the more numerous 
Black Swift often on Olifants as they roost and breed on the nearby mountains south of Hoedspruit. 

As it’s difficult to tell the Black Swift from a common Swift I am sure they are on Olifants, more than one realises. 

I love watching swifts fly and a great place for them is the camp. 

 

As dusk approaches they rise up in the air to about 10000 feet where they spend the night in a torpid state, descending at 
first light. Dr. Johan Backman has found that swifts have an extraordinary ability to perform orientations in relation to wind 
whilst migrating and fast asleep! 



  

 

 

 

He says that even the most advanced planes with very good navigational instruments would be unable to judge the wind 
drift like swifts. Dr. Backman has shown through physiological experiments that the swifts shut down half their brains at 
night-time. 

Recent discoveries have shown that they also go up to 10000 feet in the morning as well. 

Swifts feed on tiny insects that float in the air (aerial plankton) including spiders. The chicks are fed on a ball of insects 
containing anything from 300 to 1200 insects called a bolus which weighs just over a gram. 

When it is raining heavily and the chicks can’t be fed they go into a torpid state and can survive for 4-5 days until it clears 
up. The only other birds to do this are hummingbirds (which are close relatives to swifts). Other bird chicks would die within 
a few hours of not being fed.  

Incredibly swift chicks do press ups in the nest to build up their flight muscles.When the chick leaves the nest it has to be 
able to fly. Its fly or die. 

The common swifts will be arriving in SA sometime in October so look out for them.   

Swifts are also the fastest flying birds in the world in level flight. A peregrine falcon in a dive is the fastest bird in the world 
but when it comes to level flight first place goes to the Spine Tailed Swift of Papua New Guinea at 169 km/h or 47 meters 
per second. 

I’m sure you will agree with me that swifts are truly remarkable birds indeed!! 

 

 
 

  

 


