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Rain and Temperatures 
Olifants North recorded 56.3mm rain for the month of December. The          
total for the season to date is 154.8mm. This is well below the medium        
term  average of 226.9mm 

 

The Pacific Ocean temperatures are indicating a late development of a 
moderate La Niña which may impact South Africa’s late summer-rainfall  

 

 

 

regions. The assessment predicts late 
summer-rainfall with the far north-
eastern parts of South Africa as well as 
parts of the interior likely to receive 
above-normal rainfall in late summer. 
Potential flooding events then remain a 
concern through late summer; however, 
late summer above-normal rainfall tends 
to be more frequent rather than more 
intense. 

The average minimum temperatures over 
December have increased by 1.2 degrees 
to 21.3 degrees Celsius with a low of 17 
degrees. The average maximum daytime 
temperature has risen to 32.6 degrees 
Celsius with a high of 39 degrees being 
recorded. 

Our trusty min/max thermometer has 
taken one too many falls and has now 
been replaced with an updated electronic 
version, hopefully giving more accurate 
readings. 
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Sightings 

 
December is traditionally our busy season and we had an average of 12 units occupied per day. The number of game 
viewers out and about improved the amount of game seen.  
 
Predator sightings continue to improve. 
The six young male lions are still together and covering quite a bit of ground on Maseke, Grietjie and the top area of 
Olifants North. The lion that was limping quite badly is still alive and his condition is improving.  
Leopard viewing was exceptional with at least 6 sightings; most were seen along the Olifants River and others in along the 
Sedumoni.   
 

 
(Photo by Mallie A5)              (Photo by Graham B2) 

A herd of buffalo numbering about 50 was seen at Wildebeest dam. 
 
Some of the more uncommon species seen this month included an immature peregrine falcon, African wild cat, 
klipspringers and Ground hornbills. 
 

Poaching                                                                                             

December proved costly to the rhino population on Balule. Regrettably two rhino were poached. Five incursions were 
detected at the same time.                  

Infrastructure developments                                                                                              

Sandbank Hide.

  

This hide has now also been upgraded and is similarly 
camouflaged to Speakers Corner 
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New pedestrian entrance to Workshop area. 

We’ve moved the entrance to the workshop so that it is directly accessible from the car park side. 

WATERHOLES 

It appears that the draining of Kudu pan has had the desired effect and the 
water quality has definitely improved. 

Water is being maintained in Ndlovu and Wildebeest dams.  We’ve had no 
run-off from the rains and therefore Pebble loop and Zebra dams are 
empty.  

UNITS FOR SALE  

Full Share - B9 and B14 
 

  (Photo by Johann B38) 

 

 

 

 

 

(Splash of colour) 

 

 

 

HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW THE RESERVE?

  

 

 

This photo was taken by Graham somewhere on the reserve 
– do you know where?  

Full photo and answer in next month’s Jabber.



  
 

4 
 

OFFICE & HOUSEKEEPING  
NEWS
General

NEW YEAR’S EVE CELEBRATIONS 

The staff under the directions of Dalene and 
Bernard pulled out all the stops for this year’s 
New Year’s Eve party. We were fortunate in 
that it did not rain on the day but the high 
winds had a few people worried. 

More than 70 people attended and everyone 
had a great time – some even till 02:30. 

Best wishes, health and prosperity to all our 
members for 2018! 

 

CLUBHOUSE 

Members are reminded that the 
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.  

 

STAFF CONTIBUTION – James Manzini 

Human uses of the buffalo thorn (Ziziphus mucronata)  

The fruit can be eaten and you can make porridge or flour from it. The seeds are roasted 
as a coffee substitute.  

The roots are very important medicine for stomach ailments, ulcers and chest problems.  

When there is lightning you would be safe if you take shelter under a buffalo thorn as it 
deflects lightning.  

When someone dies a branch from the tree is cut and taken it to the place where the 
person breathed his last. The branch is then pulled to where the person will be buried and 
afterwards the branch is laid on top of the grave. This is so that on the day when the 
person is remembered and we go to the grave we know the person is there.   

The wood is also used for fence posts or making old style houses.  
 

WEBSITE PHOTOS 

Thank you to all the members for sending photos. It certainly makes those members that have not been on the reserve 
recently very envious. Please keep sending photos for the website to webuploads@ongr.co.za or webupload@ongr.co.za 

NOTICE re WASHING 

We’ve noticed that some members do their own washing at their units and then hang it out to dry. We’d like to ask that 
when doing so please make sure it is not visible to your neighbours or from the road going past your unit. 

mailto:webuploads@ongr.co.za
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Pel’s Fishing Owl Survey 

The 2017 Balule Avifaunal River Survey Report 

Additional birding information from the survey 

 

Report compiled by Mr John Davies and Dr Lindy Thompson 

ON BEHALF OF THE ENDANGERED WILDLIFE TRUST AND BALULE NATURE RESERVE. 

All photos within are copyright of Mr. JP Davies. 

 

 Introduction 

Piscivorous species are classed in this report as ones that have a diet largely consisting of fish. Although the diet of some of the species 

in this category may vary, in particular seasonally, fish would nonetheless form a large part of the prey base under optimal conditions. 

This class was chosen to illustrate species that would act as indicators of change within the fish populations along this stretch of river. 

These species allow for an accurate way of monitoring the health of a river system based on the availability of fish species, as well as 

roosting and breeding habitat. From the perspective of a survey, these species are typically also more detectable as many are large and 

conspicuous such as Saddle-billed Stork or Goliath Heron , whilst both Pied Kingfisher and Giant Kingfisher are fairly vocal, thus aiding 

in their detectability. 

Cormorants and African Darter 

We counted a cumulative total of 18 Reed Cormorant, 18 White-breasted Cormorant and 1 African Darter. Although these numbers 

sound reasonable, a significant proportion of these birds were seen flying and not feeding along this stretch of river, particularly White-

breasted Cormorant. More work is required to better understand the spatial ecology of these species within the region. 

 

 

Fig. 3 - A visualisation of the spatial distribution of primary piscivores during the survey. 

 



  

 

 

 

Storks, Herons and Egrets 

There is some concern over the low number of large piscivores encountered during this survey. Several species that would seem likely 

to be found here were not recorded at all or in very small numbers, in particular Great White Heron, Little Egret, Grey Heron and 

Yellow-billed Stork. Yellow-billed Stork is nomadic and moves in response to changes in water levels and feeding conditions, as well as 

being predominantly a non-breeding migrant to eastern South Africa (Brown, Urban & Newman 1982; Hockey, Dean & Ryan 2005), 

which would at least partly explain their absence. Surveys in the Kruger National Park (KNP) showed similar trends with 5 out of 9 years 

recording no birds, whilst the highest count was of 8 birds in 2012 (Botha 2015); this contrasts sharply with surveys in 1992 in KNP when 

140 birds were recorded (Begg 1992, unpublished data), however, as these surveys were conducted in February and March, the influx of 

post breeding birds would likely explain this discrepancy. Little Egret, for example, was recorded in largely variable numbers in KNP 

during surveys which ranged between the years 2011 to 2015 as 0, 22, 40, 16 and 42 (Botha 2015), and although the exact reason for 

this is unknown, it may be as a result of changes in food availability. Although only a single Saddle-billed Stork was recorded, this could 

be as a result of the breeding season for this species having commenced, and the frequency with which this species will nest a 

significant distance away from rivers. 

 

A survey on 1 October 2017 along 3,74km of the Olifants River at Cleveland Game Reserve (CGR), returned numbers of 12 Little Egret, 1 

Grey Heron, 2 Goliath Heron, 2 African Openbill and 2 Yellow-billed Stork, (J Davies 2017, unpublished data), which runs in stark 

contrast to the findings in Balule. It is believed that the reduced level of siltation in CGR due to the Olifants River barrage upstream, may 

play a role in this regard in that the increase in turbulence in the flow of the river as a result of the exposed geology, creates a 

corresponding improvement in oxygen levels, as well as a more varied habitat for fish species. It has been shown that fish will show a 

preference for areas of higher dissolved oxygen (Jones 1952), which may result in an increase in prey availability for piscivores, although 

more research is required to firmly establish a link. Within the survey area, we also noted relatively little vegetation and woody debris 

and exposed rock when compared to CGR, another factor that may have a strong influence on the prevalence and resilience of fish 

populations (Angermeier & Karr 1984). 

White-backed Night Heron was recorded only once during the survey. Since the floods in February 2000, the habitat has been 

significantly altered along the river in many areas, limiting the available roosting and nesting sites for this species. It is also a very 

difficult species to observe during the day and as such, confidence is low for this population count; as of yet, the author is not aware of 

any effective approaches for accurately estimating this species’ population within the study area. 

 

INSECTIVORES & SECONDARY PISCIVORES 

  



  

 

 

 

Introduction 

Insectivores are classed as species that depend largely on invertebrates, as well as tadpoles, small frogs and very small fish as the basis 

for their diet. The distinction is made between this group and the previous in that it is felt this class will be much less affected should 

there be a reduction in fish populations. 

Selected Species Discussion 

Plovers. 

The small plovers, namely White-fronted Plover, Threebanded Plover and Kittlitz’s Plover are species which are to be expected along 

sandy stretches over much of the length of the Olifants River at lower altitudes. Interestingly, we did not record any Kittlitz’s Plovers, 

and also, only 3 White-fronted Plovers. Three-banded Plover, the most common of these three species in the region, were well 

distributed throughout the survey and recorded in reasonable numbers. 

It would seem likely that increased siltation of the river, combined with low water levels, would improve the available feeding habitat 

for all of these species. The reasons for the absence of Kittlitz’s Plovers and low numbers of White-fronted Plover are unclear, although 

the survey coincides with the peak in breeding for both species which may have made them more unobtrusive. 

 

Summary of recorded species 

Name     Number  Name     Number  

Hadeda Ibis    19 

Glossy Ibis    2 

African Spoonbill    2  

Western Cattle Egret    1 

African Finfoot    -  

Black Crake    3  

Water Thick-knee   57 

Black-winged Stilt   12 

Blacksmith Lapwing   99 

White-crowned Lapwing   76 

African Wattled Lapwing   9 

Kittlitz’s Plover    -  

Three-banded Plover   91 

White-fronted Plover   3 

African Jacana    1 

Marsh Sandpiper    -  

Common Greenshank   7 

Wood Sandpiper    1 

Green Sandpiper    -  

Common Sandpiper   10  

Curlew Sandpiper   -  

Ruff    -  

Little Stint     - 

Cape Wagtail     -  

Mountain Wagtail   -   

African Pied Wagtail   224  

 

African Pied Wagtail 

African Pied Wagtail was the most widely recorded species in this survey after Egyptian Goose and were frequently recorded in pairs. 

Their diet is predominantly composed of invertebrates, and serves to indicate a healthy availability of food consistently spaced along 

the river, much as is the case with Three-banded Plover mentioned above. 

 

 



  

 

 

 

Lapwings  

Three species of Lapwing were found during the survey, namely Blacksmith Lapwing, African Wattled Lapwing and White-crowned 

Lapwing. Of these three species, White-crowned Lapwing is the most significant due to its reliance on rivers, as well as being the most 

range restricted in South Africa where it is mostly confined to larger sandy rivers at low altitude in the east, such as the Limpopo, 

Luvuvhu, Shingwedzi, 

Olifants, Letaba Rivers, and to a lesser extent, the Sabie and Crocodile Rivers. It is quite likely that major flooding events would allow 

this species to increase in numbers due to the opening up of sandbanks which this species requires, whilst the sustained impact from 

mega fauna would maintain this change in the habitat. This assumption is supported by the low density of this species found outside of 

large protected areas. African Wattled Lapwing is scarce within the KNP and the surrounding Lowveld and were encountered in very 

low numbers as this species prefers more moist areas and open areas of short grass (Hockey, Dean & Ryan 2005), a habitat which is 

largely absent within the study area, with the only numbers being found at 3 Bridges, likely as a result of this species adapting well to 

agricultural areas (Urban, Fry & Keith 1986) and the presence of the lucerne fields on Excellence creating a feeding area for them. 

 

  

 

Fig. 4 - A visualisation of the spatial distribution of insectivores and secondary piscivores during the survey. 

 

Waders  

Although the various wader species included in the list of species recorded were only found in low numbers, the majority are migrants 

and, although very small numbers may overwinter, this survey is conducted earlier in the year than would be suitable for finding 

significant numbers of these species and as such, we will refrain from drawing any conclusions on these species. 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

HERBIVORES 

 

Introduction 

Herbivores in this report are classed as species that have a predominant diet composed of vegetation, including algae. Although only 

two species were recorded in this category, they are nonetheless important indicators of changing conditions along the river, in 

particular eutrophication which results in large increases in algal mats which provide the basis as a food source for Egyptian Goose in 

particular. African Black Duck is less dependent on algae as a food source, as they will also revert to invertebrates and seeds at times. 

The vegetation where two individuals of this species were found was rather atypical as it was on a very open stretch of river, whereas 

their preference is for much more wooded areas with ample cover, and often slow pools along stretches of fast flowing water, a micro-

habitat that is largely absent within the study area. 

 

Selected Species Discussion 

Egyptian Goose 

The Egyptian Goose serves as an excellent indicator species for eutrophication, as this typically leads to a sudden expanse of 

filamentous green algae such as Stigeoclonium tenue which they feed on. This process, although sometimes occurring naturally in lakes 

and dams, is here typically associated with poorly managed water treatment plants in the catchment area, as well as from 

anthropogenically driven inputs of nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P), particularly from farms and excess nitrates leaching into the river. 

This can occur over a significant temporal period after the application of fertilisers due to a legacy effect from the build-up of excess 

nutrients in the soil and the slow release from a leaching effect, particularly during times of higher rainfall and soil saturation. In the 

Kruger National Park (KNP), numbers of Egyptian Goose were found to have increased from 263 individuals in 2011 to 1661 in 2015 

(Botha 2015), representing a very rapid rate of population growth; it is possible though that this population growth results in a natural 

control during times when the amount of algae rapidly increases along the river. Another factor likely to lead to an increase in the 

species population are major flooding events which remove a significant portion of the vegetation from the riparian zone, thus creating 



  

 

 

 

an increase in sand banks which the species favours, with this also allowing some growth of grass along the river, another potential food 

source. 

 

Summary of recorded species 

Name      Number  

White-faced Whistling Duck  11 

Egyptian Goose    3301 

African Black Duck   2 

 

1 A group of 180 Egyptian Geese were recorded in a single flock on the western edge of the survey route where they associate with 

lucerne fields on the north bank of the river. 

 

 

Fig. 5 - A visualisation of the spatial distribution of herbivores during the survey. Please note, we have excluded a single record of a flock 

of 180 Egyptian Geese on the far western edge of the survey route at 3 bridges, in order to better display the rest of the data in this 

visualisation. 

 

Egyptian Geese are frequently considered to play a significant role in usurpation of raptor and Vulture nests in particular, and although 

there are several documented cases of this happening (Tate & Amar 2012; Curtis et al. 2007), the paucity of recorded instances of this 

occurring within the study area means it remains inconclusive as to whether this species should be considered a threat to breeding 

success of various diurnal raptors and vultures (Thompson et al. 2017). 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

BREEDING VULTURES 

 

Introduction 

Balule Nature Reserve (BNR) clearly forms an important breeding area for Vultures, and in particular White-backed Vulture and Hooded 

Vulture. The presence of relatively healthy stretches of tall vegetation within a conservation area that allows for nearby feeding 

opportunities due to the presence of mammalian predators and hunting activities, as well as ‘Vulture restaurants’ such as can be found 

at Timbavati Private Nature Reserve, Klaserie Private Nature Reserve, Hoedspruit Endangered Species Centre (HESC), Moholoholo 

Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre and Selati Game Reserve, ensure that breeding birds in this region have access to sufficient food 

throughout the breeding season. 

We classified an active nest as one where a bird was seen incubating, or standing on the nest in a hunched posture, typically indicating 

the presence of a small chick. We recorded several nests with significant signs of white-wash, or with birds perched near the nest, and 

considered these possibly active although we could not substantiate this during the survey. 

 

Selected Species discussion 

White-backed Vulture 

Breeding White-backed Vultures were recorded relatively consistently throughout the survey. We recorded a total of 83 nests, of which 

59 were considered active, and another 13 possible active although we could not conclusively establish this. A significant number of 

adult birds were seen crouched over the nest rather than sitting flush, typically indicating the presence of a young nestling as the adult 

birds will shade nestlings during the first few weeks. The density of nests reaches its peak in Ukhozi Nature Reserve where, prior to this 

survey on 25 July 2017, 12 active nests were recorded spaced 736m between the two furthest nests on the south bank (LJ Thompson 

unpublished data), of which 10 nests were still active during the survey on 10 August 2017; this represents a very high concentration of 

nests for this species anywhere in the region, as another two active nests and one possibly active nest were found on the north bank 

within this distance. 

 



  

 

 

 

Summary of recorded species 

Name    Nests 

Hooded Vulture   28 (17)  

White-backed Vulture  83 (59) 

Numbers in round brackets denote active nests 

 

Fig. 6 - A visualisation of the spatial distribution of breeding Vultures during the survey. 

 

Hooded Vulture 

The nests of Hooded Vultures are frequently located in tall trees along river courses, and as such, this survey is likely to be a good 

estimate of changes in the breeding population of this species within the study area. In total we found 28 nests belonging to this 

species, of which 17 were confirmed to be active, a further one nest was possibly active, and another nest was inactive during the 

survey but is currently active (LJ Thompson unpublished data). Although this still represents a fairly healthy nesting density, there is 

some concern that continued fragmentation of tall riparian vegetation may lead to a reduction in potential nesting sites. It is unclear as 

to the reason that more nests for this species in particular, as well as the previous, were not found further west in the study area where 

seemingly appropriate habitat occurred over significant stretches. 

 


