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Mark Bishop

  I know that I have harped on this 
subject before but if you have felt 
the news drumbeat about a “super 
El Niño” and wondered what it ac-
tually means for Hoedspruit, here 
is the honest answer. As of now, 
our dams are full, our soils are wet, 
and the drought everyone is talking 
about has not arrived. The El Niño 
is real, it is strengthening, and it is 
likely to make the coming summer 
hotter and probably drier than usual 
- but the Lowveld enters this event 
from a position of unusual strength, 
and preparation now matters far 
more than alarm.

  El Niño is the warm phase of a nat-
ural Pacific Ocean cycle called the 
El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO). 
Every few years, the trade winds 
that normally pile warm water up 
in the western Pacific slacken, and 
a vast pool of warm water sloshes 
eastward toward South America. 
That shift in ocean heat rearranges 
rainfall and wind patterns across 
the entire planet - including, even-
tually, over southern Africa. Cru-
cially for us, ENSO only meaning-
fully influences South Africa during 
the summer months. During winter, 
our weather here is driven by other 
systems entirely, which is why this El 
Niño has had almost no bearing on 

the dry, sunny winter we have just 
experienced.
  Two things make the 2026 event 
genuinely notable, and worth 
teaching rather than just fearing. 
First, its potential strength. The Ja-
pan Meteorological Agency was 
the first major agency to declare El 
Niño’s onset, and the US NOAA Cli-
mate Prediction Centre (CPC) fol-
lowed by upgrading to an “El Niño 
Advisory” on 11 June 2026, confirm-
ing the pattern was present rather 
than merely forecast. By its August 
update, the CPC put the odds of 
the event reaching “very strong” 
intensity during the coming North-
ern Hemisphere fall and winter, at 

greater than 90%.

What Does This Mean?
  To put numbers on it: the Austra-
lian Bureau of Meteorology report-
ed the relative Niño-3.4 index at 
+2.20°C for the week ending 9 Au-
gust 2026, well above the +0.80°C El 
Niño threshold. Forecasters expect 
the event to peak around the turn 
of the year and persist into 2027. A 
“super” or “very strong” El Niño is 
generally defined by central-Pacif-
ic sea-surface temperatures more 
than 2°C above normal - a level 
reached only a handful of times, in 
1982/83, 1997/98 and 2015/16.
                                  Cont. on page 3

When the Pacific Ocean Reaches the Lowveld: What 
This El Niño Means for Us in the Greater Kruger
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           Disclaimer: 

  The opinions expressed in the Kru-
ger2Canyon News are strictly those 
of the authors. Opinions are based 
on information that the authors con-
sider to be reliable. They do not pur-
port to reflect the opinions or views 
of the Kruger2Canyon News or its 
publisher, editor, staff, or members. 
The designations employed in this 
publication and the presentation of 
material therein, do not imply the ex-
pression of any opinion whatsoever, 
nor do they warrant completeness 
and accuracy, on the part of the Kru-
ger2Canyon News, the publisher, or 
editor.

Scan here  to get 
K2C News  online

Kruger2Canyon News proudly dis-
plays the “FAIR” stamp of the Press 
Council of South Africa, indicating 
our commitment to adhere to the 
Code of Ethics for Print and online 
media which prescribes that our re-
portage is truthful, accurate and fair. 
Should you wish to lodge a complaint 
about our news coverage, please 
lodge a complaint on the Press Coun-
cil’s website, www.presscouncil.org.
za or email the complaint to enqui-
ries@ombudsman.org.za. Contact 
the Press Council on 011 4843612.
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We believe this place deserves better than ordinary journalism. 
That's why Kruger2Canyon News has lasted 25 years.

K2C RAZOR is for those who want to know what's 
not on the market, not in print, and not yet public.

Everything But the 
Kitchen Sink
Luca Tooley and Safari Wines, Ultra 
Liquors and Moriah Foods - keeping the 
Lowveld stocked, one delivery truck at 
a time.

What is your business name and what 
does your business do?
  Safari Wines/Ultra Liquors and Mo-
riah Foods. We are wholesalers and 
distributors of wine, liquor, beverages, 
food, Coca-Cola products, cleaning 
products, consumables and just about 
everything else our clients need, servic-
ing Hoedspruit and the greater Kruger 
area.

How long have you been operating 
in the Lowveld, and what brought you 
here originally?
  I’ve lived in Hoedspruit for three years, 
but I’ve been doing business in the area 
for around 10 years. Purchasing Safari 
Wines is ultimately what brought me 
here permanently.

What’s the hardest part of operating 
here that businesses in larger centers 

don’t face?

  Logistics. We cover huge distances, 
suppliers don’t deliver here as frequent-
ly as they do in the bigger centers, and 
keeping the right stock available can 
be challenging.

What does the Lowveld economy get 
right that the rest of South Africa could 
learn from?
  There’s a real sense of community 
here. People tend to support business-
es where they know the owners and 
the people behind them. There’s also 
an understanding that supporting lo-
cal businesses ultimately supports the 
whole community.

What are you watching closely in your 
sector right now - locally or continen-
tally?
  Diesel prices are always important 
when you’re covering the distances 
we do. On the wine side, we’re watch-
ing how climate change is influencing 
what gets planted and produced in 
South Africa. We also keep an eye on 
new trends in wine, liquor and bever-
ages. We’re always looking for what’s 
next.

What’s the one thing you wish your cus-
tomers understood better about what 
you do?
  That we have some of the best 
wines in South Africa sitting right 
here in Hoedspruit. We know the 
products we sell, particularly wine, 

and we’re always willing to help our 
clients find what works for them and 
make their lives a little easier.

What does your business contribute to 
the Lowveld beyond the transaction?
  We try to be part of the community 
rather than just do business in it. We con-
tribute to conservation initiatives, sup-
port Farm Watch where we can, help 
local schools with donations and try to 
get involved wherever we can make a 
difference.

How far and wide do you offer your ser-
vices?
  We deliver throughout the greater 
Kruger area, including Phalaborwa, Ha-
zyview, the Sabi Sands and surrounding 
reserves, as well as Tzaneen and Hae-
nertsburg.

New enquiries must be directed to:
Luca Tooley, 015 004 0579, ware-
house@safariwines.co.za, luca@
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When the Pacific Ocean Reaches the Lowveld: What 
This El Niño Means for Us in the Greater Kruger

Cont. from page 1

  Second, this event developed un-
usually fast. The Niño3.4 index - the 
main measure of Pacific warming 
used to track El Niño - crossed the 
El Niño threshold in April 2026, then 
climbed to 1°C by May and 1.6°C 
by June: one of the fastest onsets in 
the observational record, according 
to climate analysis site Carbon Brief. 
By early July it had already exceed-
ed 2°C, far outpacing how quickly 
previous El Niño events have devel-
oped.
  One important nuance that rarely 
makes headlines: forecasters stress 
that the strength of an El Niño does 
not directly determine its impact 
here. Dr Neville Sweijd of Stellen-
bosch University’s School for Cli-
mate Studies has cautioned that a 
stronger El Niño does not automati-
cally translate into more severe im-
pacts, because other ocean and 
atmospheric systems can amplify or 
dampen the effect. A strong signal 
in the Pacific does not guarantee a 
severe drought in the Lowveld.

What Impact Will That Have on our 
Region
  Here is where careful reading mat-
ters. The South African Weather 
Service’s seasonal guidance, pre-
sented by forecaster Lungile Ma-
kondo in early August 2026, points to 
a greater than 95% probability of El 
Niño, with above-normal rainfall still 
expected for the August-to-October 
window, but the drier El Niño sig-
nal expected to spread across the 
summer-rainfall region - including 
Limpopo and Mpumalanga - from 
around October to December 2026. 
Both minimum and maximum tem-
peratures are forecast to stay above 
normal right through the August-to-
December period.
  In plain terms: forecasters currently 

expect a hotter-than-normal sum-
mer with high confidence, and a 
drier-than-normal summer with low-
er confidence. Sweijd has made 
this distinction explicitly - there is 
greater confidence in the above-
average temperature forecast than 
in the rainfall forecast. And climate 
change raises the stakes on the heat 
side: as Sweijd puts it, global warm-
ing lifts the “platform” onto which El 
Niño adds its extra warmth, so the 
two effectively “exaggerate each 
other.” Agricultural meteorologist 
Johan van den Berg’s assessment is 
that the 2026/27 summer is likely to 
bring more heat stress for plants than 
pure drought stress - a subtle but im-
portant difference for local farmers.
  It is also worth flagging what is still 
uncertain. As of 23 August 2026, 
whether this becomes a true “super 
El Niño” and exactly how the rainfall 
plays out over the Lowveld has not 
been settled. These are forecasts 
and probabilities, not guarantees.

Full Dams and Wet Soils
  This is the part of the story that na-
tional coverage misses entirely. The 
Lowveld is not entering this El Niño 
parched - quite the opposite. The 
2025/26 wet season was so wet that 
in January 2026 the region suffered 
its worst flooding since 2012, with the 
Department of Water and Sanitation 
(DWS) reporting that 14 of Limpo-
po’s 19 monitored dams exceeded 
100% capacity, and floods around 
Hoedspruit and Kruger claiming lives 
and washing away the critical Zand-
spruit/Sandspruit bridge on the R527.
  Those floods left a silver lining that 
matters enormously now: our stor-
age is brimming. The Blyderivierpoort 
Dam (the “Blyde Dam”) on the Blyde 
River near Hoedspruit - which feeds 
the Blyde River Irrigation District sup-
plying local citrus and mango farms, 
and water to Phalaborwa - stood at 
100.5% of capacity as of 17 August 
2026, according to DWS’s weekly 
State of Reservoirs data. That is 5.1 
percentage points higher than the 
same week a year earlier, when 
the dam was at 95.4% - meaning 
this year’s buffer going into sum-
mer is meaningfully stronger than 
last year’s. Going into a potentially 
dry summer with that reservoir full is 
about the best insurance the district 
could ask for. Provincial averages 
remain high too: Mpumalanga at 
98.4% and Limpopo at 98.9% as of 
early August 2026.
  
What it Means for Farming, Wildlife 
and Lodges
  Citrus and mango farmers around 
Hoedspruit are unusually well posi-
tioned. Both crops here are grown 
under irrigation, and the dams that 
feed them are full. That said, El Niño 
heat carries specific risks worth un-
derstanding: research published 
in the journal Horticulturae in 2026 

found that severe water stress in cit-
rus produces fruit that is “dramati-
cally smaller and lighter” and more 
acidic, and therefore less market-
able, while mango - though rela-
tively drought-tolerant - can see 
reduced fruit size and increased 
early-season fruit drop under water 
stress. The lesson from science is that 
moderate water management can 
even improve fruit quality, but se-
vere stress cuts both size and market-
ability. With full dams, local growers 
have the buffer to avoid the severe 
end of that spectrum, provided they 
manage irrigation scheduling tightly 
through the hot months.
  The national agriculture picture re-
inforces the “buffer” theme. South 
Africa has just harvested a record 
maize crop - the Crop Estimates 
Committee placed the 2025/26 
summer grain and oilseed harvest 
at a record 21.49 million tonnes, 
with maize at 17.25 million tonnes, 
the largest on record. As Agbiz chief 
economist Wandile Sihlobo has re-
peatedly noted, ample carry-over 
stocks and improved soil moisture 
mean the country’s food security 
is not under immediate threat - the 
risk is to the 2026/27 crop planted 
from October, and it would show up 
in food prices mainly during 2027. 
Dryland grain farmers in the wider 
summer-rainfall region are the most 
exposed. As Sihlobo has document-
ed, the last comparable El Niño 
showed how quickly this can bite: 
“during the 2023-24 season, when a 
mild mid-summer drought occurred, 
South Africa’s maize harvest fell by 
22% from the previous season to 12.9 
million tonnes.”
  Wildlife and the reserves face a 
more complex picture, and here 
the Greater Kruger has a genuinely 
interesting management story. Early 
management in the Kruger National 
Park supplemented natural water 
sources with roughly 365 artificial wa-
terholes and about 50 earth dams 
from the 1930s onwards, intending 
to increase herbivore numbers and 
buffer them against drought. But fol-
lowing a revision of its water policy 
in 1997, the park closed about two-
thirds of those artificial waterholes. 
Counter-intuitively, research found 
that too much artificial water dam-
aged biodiversity: it caused an 
overabundance of water-depen-
dent species such as impala, el-
ephant and zebra, and squeezed 
out drought-tolerant rare antelope 
like roan and sable, while concen-
trating grazing year-round and de-
grading the veld. Studies of the se-
vere 2015/16 drought concluded 
that wildlife deaths came mainly 
from lack of forage, not lack of wa-
ter - and that artificial water points 
played a minimal role in sustaining 
populations through drought.
  The practical upshot for game 
farms and the Associated Private 

Nature Reserves (APNR) - the roughly 
180,000-hectare cluster of Timbavati, 
Klaserie, Balule, Umbabat and Thor-
nybush reserves whose fences with 
Kruger were removed in 1993 - is that 
a dry El Niño summer is, ecologically, 
a natural part of the savanna cycle 
rather than a crisis to be pumped 
away. That said, the APNR reserves 
manage their own water and have 
historically differed from Kruger on 
supplementation. Reserve man-
agers watching this season will be 
balancing tourist expectations of 
animals at waterholes against the 
ecological case for letting the sys-
tem dry down naturally. After two 
very wet years, the veld carries a lot 
of grass - good forage now, but also 
fuel for fire as it dries, a point risk ana-
lysts have flagged nationally.
  Lodges and tourism should note 
two things. First, the dry season is 
peak game-viewing season pre-
cisely because animals concentrate 
at remaining water - a hot, dry sum-
mer can actually make for excel-
lent sightings. Second, most lodges 
rely on boreholes, and a strong El 
Niño combined with high evapora-
tion (Lowveld summer temperatures 
regularly exceed 35°C, and Hoed-
spruit can reach into the 40°C’s) 
can draw down groundwater. Full 
surface dams do not automatically 
mean full aquifers, so borehole-de-
pendent operations should monitor 
their yields.

The Economic Backdrop
  The South African Reserve Bank 
(SARB) has explicitly flagged El Niño 
as a risk. In its May 2026 Monetary 
Policy Committee statement, the 
SARB modelled a scenario in which 
El Niño-driven drought pushes food 
and inflation higher, keeping interest 
rates higher for longer. Governor Le-
setja Kganyago put it directly: “With 
El Niño added, rates stay high for 
longer. The most adverse scenario 
puts all the risks together, causing in-
flation to peak above 6%, requiring 
three extra hikes.” By August, Kgan-
yago reiterated that while food infla-
tion had so far remained contained, 
El Niño and elevated fertiliser costs 
still posed upside risks. For Lowveld 
households, the takeaway is that 
any food-price effect is more likely 
to be felt in 2027 than in the next few 
months.
  The Lowveld has weathered far 
worse from a far weaker starting 
position. Full dams, wet soils, record 
grain stocks and a landscape that 
is, in many ways, built to handle dry 
summers give this region real resil-
ience. The sensible response to this El 
Niño is not fear - it is a full water tank, 
a serviced borehole, a fire plan, and 
an eye on the forecast.
  Can we shy away – not by any 
means. Expect the onslaught but 
know that we are in a good resilient 
position. 



Craig Bigalke 079 894 4144 | Freddie Louw 082 494 7318 | Lizelle Bigalke 078 304 2034

Ta
rr
en

-t
ea

l

Unit 3 & 4 Time Square,  391 Huilboerboon Street, Hoedspruit

4       August  2026                 Kruger2Canyon News

Five Years of Silence - Who is Assessing the 
Assessors of SA’s Environmental Future?

THIS IS S.A.

Tony Carnie

 While legal and engineering bod-
ies publicly log disciplined members, 
South Africa’s environmental assess-
ment regulator faces questions over 
years of silence regarding profession-
al misconduct and sanctions.

  The Legal Practice Council is respon-
sible for investigating complaints and 
recommending the suspension or strik-
ing off of attorneys and advocates for 
malpractice. The Engineering Council 
of South Africa also has procedures to 
ensure professional service and ethi-
cal behaviour from engineers, with 
the outcomes of disciplinary action 
published in the Government Ga-
zette.
  Similar principles apply to members 
of the Environmental Assessment 
Practitioners Association of South Af-
rica (Eapasa). This is the official regis-
tration authority for roughly 2,600 pri-
vate and state-sector professionals 
charged with assessing and approv-
ing mandatory environmental impact 
assessment (EIA) studies.
  But while the results of disciplinary 
inquiries involving errant lawyers or 
engineers are published for all to see, 
Eapasa has maintained a curious si-
lence on this issue.
  For five years, Daily Maverick has 
been asking Eapasa for a list of the 
environmental practitioners who have 
been fined, suspended or expelled 
from the association for misdemean-
our or ethical breaches since its of-
ficial establishment roughly 14 years 
ago.
  The response to our questions in May 
2021?
  Not a peep.
  More recently (on 23 June), we sent 
the same questions to Eapasa follow-
ing the election of its new board, now 
chaired by Durban-based practitio-
ner Sabelo Nkosi.

The Questions
  Since the establishment of Eapasa in 
2012, how many formal, written com-
plaints has the association received 
against its registered member practi-
tioners/candidate practitioners for al-
leged misconduct or breaches of the 
Eapasa Code of Ethical Conduct and 
Practice?
  Of these complaints, how many 
were referred to the Professional Con-
duct Committee (PCC) for a formal 
inquiry?
  How many complaints were upheld 
by the committee; how many were 
dismissed and what sanctions/mea-
sures were applied in respect of the 
complaints that were upheld?
  Does Eapasa wish to comment on 
the possible reasons why so few com-

plaints appear to have been lodged 
with or upheld by the PCC?

  Eapasa’s Registrar and CEO, Dr Pat-
rick Sithole, acknowledged receipt of 
our queries on 2 July, but nearly two 
months later, the association has not 
provided any responses, despite fol-
low-up requests. Nor is there any vis-
ible evidence of practitioners being 
sanctioned on the Eapasa website.

Why are Answers to These Questions 
Important?
  In many respects, environmental as-
sessment practitioners (EAPs) can be 
considered to be the custodians of a 
sound and sustainable environmental 
future for South Africa.
  Their broad responsibility includes the 
planning, management, coordina-
tion or review of environmental im-
pact assessments (EIAs), while public 
sector practitioners are responsible 
for scrutinising these assessments and 
drafting authorisations.
  As such, they exercise significant in-
fluence and power in advising the 
government on whether to approve, 
modify or refuse projects with poten-
tially negative environmental impacts.

Tony-Eapasa
Environmental impact studies can 
play a crucial role in protecting threat-
ened or rare species, such as the Afri-
can pangolin. (Photo: Neil Aldridge 
for African Pangolin Working Group)
  
  Though private sector EAP consul-
tants are paid directly by applicants 
for their professional services, they are 
required to act independently “even 
if this results in views and findings that 
are not favourable to the applicant”.
  The declarations signed under oath 
by EAPs are legally binding docu-
ments, confirming their indepen-
dence, professional registration and 
commitment to providing objective 
and truthful information in environ-
mental reports.
  In contrast to the lack of public trans-
parency by Eapasa on disciplinary 
matters, the Legal Practice Council 
(LPC) currently has a list of nearly 50 
attorneys who were either suspended 
or struck from the roll during 2026.
  According to the council, a total 
of 314 legal practitioners were struck 
off and another 421 suspended from 
practice between 2019 and 2025.
  When it comes to the regulation of 
environmental practitioners, however, 
Eapasa appears to be unwilling to dis-
close what actions it has taken to hold 
practitioners to account for breaches 
of its malpractice policy.

Penalties
  In terms of its 2021 malpractice pol-
icy, EAPs can be fined R20,000 for 
each breach of the code of conduct 
(for a first or second offence).
  They only become liable for tempo-
rary suspension from Eapasa (and fur-
ther fines) if they are convicted of a 

third offence.
  They would only become liable for 
expulsion if found guilty for a fourth 
time and are then blacklisted for up to 
five years before becoming eligible to 
reapply for Eapasa registration.
  The 2021 policy states: “All the 
charged EAPs and their contraven-
tions and penalties will be advertised 
on the Eapasa website for a period 
not exceeding 5 years.”
  But this procedure appears to have 
changed in May 2026, with a revised 
malpractice policy now allowing for 
the expulsion of practitioners for a first 
offence (depending on the serious-
ness of the offence) as well as other 
lesser penalties, such as a warning, 
performing a public service, mentor-
ship, work audits, monetary fines or 
even “yearly mandatory contributions 
to Eapasa conferences over a period 
of time”.
  The 2026 policy states that the severe 
sanction of expulsion for five years will 
be reserved for “repeated or severe 
violations of the malpractice policy”.
  Oddly, the wording of the new black-
list policy appears to have changed 
to give the Eapasa board more dis-
cretion on whether to publish details 
of convicted practitioners.
  Whereas the 2021 sanctions policy 
explicitly requires publication of all 
contraventions and penalties for con-
victed EAPs on the Eapasa website, 
the new policy states that the details 
of disciplinary hearing outcomes and 
appeals “may” be published, at the 
discretion of the disciplinary commit-
tee “in accordance with a procedure 
as may be approved by the Board”.

Naming and Shaming
  In a separate annexure in red, titled 
“Publishing Sanctioned EAPs”, the as-
sociation says that the decision to pub-
lish the names of sanctioned practitio-
ners is not “merely administrative”.
  It then sets out both the “pros” and 
“cons” of publishing such information.
  Under “pros”, it is argued that pub-
lishing details on the Eapasa website 
demonstrates that the association 
“has teeth” and shows the public and 
stakeholders that Eapasa is actively 
monitoring and enforcing standards.
  “The tangible risk of public shaming 
and professional ruin is a strong de-
terrent against cutting corners, bias, 
or unethical behaviour. The potential 
damage to reputation outweighs the 
short-term gain from malpractice.”
  Another benefit of public exposure 
is that developers, clients and consul-
tants can make informed decisions by 
not hiring practitioners with a history of 
malpractice.
  “The market can self-correct, direct-
ing work towards practitioners with 
clean records. This creates a direct 
business incentive for ethical conduct 
and promotes reliability and credibility 
for both the EAP and the profession.”
  On the other hand, shaming practi-
tioners also creates a variety of conse-
quences and risks.

  The annexure suggests that a public 
listing could become a “scarlet letter” 
that effectively ends a career, even for 
a single, relatively minor offence.
  “It may preclude any chance of re-
habilitation or meaningful return to the 
profession, which could be seen as un-
duly punitive,” it is argued.
  Publication could also expose Eapasa 
to defamation claims from sanctioned 
practitioners. To avoid such risks, Eapa-
sa’s professional conduct committee 
might opt for an overly risk-averse ap-
proach by issuing private reprimands 
instead of stricter sanctions.
  The Eapasa document also sug-
gests that publication of “a simple list 
of names and offences may lack cru-
cial context. Was it a minor procedural 
breach or a major ethical violation? 
Was it an individual’s act or a systemic 
failure of their company? The public 
may misinterpret the severity.”
  It suggests that this could lead to “un-
fair blanket condemnation where nu-
anced understanding is needed”.
  Finally, it suggests that publishing such 
a list creates “an operational burden” 
on Eapasa because “maintaining and 
updating a legally defensible public list 
requires robust administrative and le-
gal resources.
  “Every case must be documented 
for public consumption ... [so a] signifi-
cant portion of registration fees may 
be spent on legal and administrative 
oversight of the disciplinary process 
rather than on professional develop-
ment or standards improvement.”
  Eapasa concludes that publishing 
such a list is a “high-reward, high-risk 
transparency measure. The strongest 
argument for it is that it transforms the 
licensing system from a symbolic club 
into an accountable regulator, using 
market forces and public scrutiny as 
powerful enforcement tools.
  “The strongest argument against is the 
potential for disproportionate, career-
ending damage from errors or lack of 
context, which could create a defen-
sive, non-transparent culture.

“Best practice tends to favour publica-
tion, but within a framework that em-
phasises procedural fairness, clarity of 
violations, and proportionality, often 
differentiating between private repri-
mands and public sanctions for serious 
malpractice.”
  In a press statement on 17 June, 
Eapasa announced the names of its 
new 11-member board, with both Sit-
hole and Nkosi reaffirming their com-
mitment to “professional excellence 
and ethical practice”.
  Yet both seem to have opted for si-
lence, ignoring long-standing and le-
gitimate questions about the associa-
tion’s apparent failure to publish any 
information about the outcome of its 
disciplinary hearings.

This article is an Opinion and was previ-
ously published in the Daily Maverick/
Maverick Earth/Shrouded in Secrecy
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 Marteen Michau

  In the transfer and preservation of 
wealth for future generations, we 
recognise and embrace the cru-
cial role of women in securing fam-
ily legacies. In the spirit of Women’s 
Month, we pay homage to genera-
tions of women who, against over-
whelming odds and in the face of 
prejudice, have fought to look after 
their families – but also to make a 
difference in the workplace and in 
society, and to benefit our country 
and also our planet.

  On 1 December 1955 in Mont-
gomery, Alabama, a quietly strong 
woman named Rosa Parks refused 
to give up her seat on a public bus 
to a white woman, as the law in the 
US required at the time. Her arrest 
after her lonely act of courage led 
to a powerful address by Martin Lu-
ther King Jr to large crowds in the 
US, and a bus boycott that lasted 
381 days and changed American 
history.

Striking a rock

  Almost a year later, on 9 August 
1956, more than 20 000 women 
marched to the Union Buildings in 
Pretoria, South Africa, in protest 
against proposed amendments to 
the ‘pass laws’. Their song of pro-
test – ‘Now you’ve touched the 
women, you’ve struck a rock’ – 
has come to represent women’s 
courage and strength in South Af-
rica. That day became the public 
holiday we now know as Women’s 
Day, and the month of August is 
now dedicated to the women of 
our country.
   A more recent example of female 
strength in the face of adversity is 
that of our former Public Protector, 
the indomitable Thuli Madonsela, 
who stood strong and unwavering 
against public denouncements, 
attempts to discredit her and even 
death threats in her fight against 

Celebrating Women in Women’s Month

corruption at the highest levels in 
our country.

Home and hearth

  Closer to home and hearth, we 
pay tribute to the single mothers in 
our society – the women who are 
raising and instilling their values into 
the next generation of South Af-
ricans. Or who are supporting the 
education of young students. Or – 
if they are not entrepreneurs them-
selves – are the supportive partners 
of entrepreneurs and business lead-
ers. In short – all the women who 

are the backbone of their families. 
So are the grandmothers looking 
after grandchildren in communal 
homes so that their daughters can 
work and earn an income to cre-
ate a future for the next genera-
tion. And then the daughters who 
often leave home in the dark of the 
morning, taking public transport to 
a job kilometers away, to return 
in the evening after dark and just 
in time to give their child a good 
night hug and tuck them into bed.
  We think of women like Kuki Gall-
mann, a lone female voice in Ke-
nya, who decided to make a dif-

ference by founding the Gallmann 
Memorial Foundation with the aim 
of preserving that country’s natural 
resources, and ensuring the sustain-
able and creative use of the envi-
ronment. Gallmann has endured 
more than her share of suffering 
in her lifetime, but still stands tall in 
her quest for the protection of our 
planet for generations to come, 
even though her home in the Ke-
nyan bush is often under attack. 
  Coincidentally, we also celebrat-
ed World Elephant Day on 12 Au-
gust, a day created in 2012 to in-
crease awareness and protection 
of these magnificent animals. The 
matriarchs lead the herds, and in 
the process teach the elephant 
calves how to survive and behave 
in the wild. The young elephants 
look to the matriarchs for advice 
and their knowledge is passed 
down from generation to genera-
tion. 

Family values and traditions

  In our own species, it is also often 
the matriarch who keeps the fam-
ily together. She’s the one who 
ensures that the family values and 
traditions are entrenched and then 
passed on to the next generation, 
and that the family objectives are 
met from a social and philanthrop-
ic point of view. She’s often the 
emotional leader of the family, in 
the best position to help resolve dis-
putes which may arise. She also has 
the power to help strengthen the 
bonds between family members.
  We work with you to protect your 
family legacy. This includes not only 
the family wealth or business, but 
also human capital. We help fami-
lies to successfully transfer their leg-
acy to next generations, and in do-
ing so, we recognise and embrace 
the role of the women in our client 
families. We invite you to join us on 
this journey as we walk alongside 
you and your family. 
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  CyberTracker’s international eval-
uator community is gathering this 
week (24–31 August) for the first time 
in the organisation’s 30-plus year 
history - hosted outside Hoedspruit. 
This was all made possible thanks 
to the organisers, Kersey Lawrence 
and Lee Gutteridge.

  Evaluators, indigenous knowledge 
holders, professional guides, citizen 
scientists, researchers and educa-
tors have travelled in from Africa, 
North America and Europe for the 
meeting. Between them they rep-
resent the current shape of Cyber-
Tracker Tracker Certification, and 
the conversations at this gathering 
are expected to help guide where 
the system goes next.

Global Tracking Community Meets Near Hoedspruit
  Organisers describe the group as 
overwhelmingly committed and fre-
quently under-resourced - people 
for whom tracking is less a career 
than a calling. The meeting’s stated 
aim is not to resolve every question 
facing the certification system, but 
to strengthen the community, share 
regional perspectives, and begin 
working through the harder ques-
tions together.
  The programme is built around three 
equally weighted strands. “Inside” 
covers structured discussion on the 
CyberTracker Protocol, how it oper-
ates differently across regions, and 
unresolved questions about who the 
certification system serves and how. 
“Outside” is field time - tracking to-
gether, watching animal behaviour 

on foot and from vehicle, and expe-
riencing firsthand the skill the whole 
system exists to honour. “Voices” 
is dedicated space for indigenous 
and underrepresented participants 
to help shape the conversation’s di-
rection, rather than simply take part 
in it.
  Days combine early-morning track-
ing activities with group discussion 
back at camp - on topics ranging 
from South Africa’s new Guidelines 
for Spoor Ratings to the future of the 
Protocol - alongside further wildlife 
viewing and social time around the 
campfire in the evenings.
  Organisers describe their approach 
as “intentions, not plans”: a loosely 
structured programme built to bend 
around whatever the landscape of-

fers. It’s a fitting rhythm for a gath-
ering built around reading a land-
scape that rarely follows a schedule 
of its own.
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Lakes That ‘Breathe’ Ancient Carbon: 
A Surprising Find in the Congo Basin

THIS IS 
AFRICA

M Barthel (Research Technician, ETH 
Zurich), A de Clippele (Scientist, ETH 
Zurich), J Six (Professor of Sustainable 
Agrosystems, ETH Zurich), T Drake 
(Postdoctoral Researcher, ETH Zu-
rich)

  In the heart of the Congo Basin’s 
Cuvette Centrale, a large depres-
sion hosting the world’s biggest trop-
ical wetland complex, lie two vast, 
shallow blackwater lakes, Lake Tum-
ba and Lake Mai Ndombe. Together 
they are roughly the size of 420,000 
football fields.

  These lakes include extensive 
swamp forests and peatlands that 
store enormous amounts of car-
bon and regulate water flows in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. The 
floodplain lakes are shaped by riv-
ers, wetlands and changing water 
levels over thousands of years.
  The lakes’ waters are so dark be-
cause of dissolved organic matter 
that has seeped in from the sur-
rounding swamp forests, very much 
like black tea. Underlying the swamp 
forests is peat – highly organic soil 
which has accumulated over millen-
nia from slow decomposition of wa-
terlogged plant material.
  These important peatlands cover 
only 3%-5% of the global land sur-
face. But they are estimated to store 
about a third of the world’s soil car-
bon.
  We are scientists who investigate 
how ecosystems respond when for-
ests, grasslands and other natural 
areas are converted to different 
uses. Together with our co-author 
Jose N. Wabakanghanzi of Congo’s 
Atomic Energy Commission, we trav-
elled to Mai Ndombe and Tumba to 
take samples of sediments from the 
bottom of the lakes. We also took 
samples of the greenhouse gases 
and dissolved carbon from the lake 
water.
  We stumbled upon a surprise: the 
lake water contained large quanti-
ties of ancient carbon dioxide. After 
various complex chemical analyses, 

we found that this ancient carbon 
dioxide must be from the surround-
ing peat which is leaking carbon into 
the lake. (By analysing the chemical 
signature of the carbon, we could 
tell it came from peat that had been 
stored underground for thousands of 
years rather than from recently de-
cayed plants.)
  The ancient carbon dioxide leaks 
are not dangerous but are worth in-
vestigating because it is important 
to monitor the ecological health of 
this important area.
  About two million people live in 
and around this region and depend 
on it for fishing, transport, house-
hold water, farming and harvesting 
forest products such as fruits, me-
dicinal plants and timber. The lakes 
and connected rivers are important 
transport routes linking remote set-
tlements. The region is also home to 
rich biodiversity, including hundreds 
of fish species, crocodiles, hippos, 
forest elephants and a wide variety 
of birds. Their ecological health mat-
ters not only to people living nearby 
but also to efforts to conserve biodi-
versity and address climate change.

What Our Study Found

  Scientists have long believed that 
peatlands lock away carbon for 
thousands of years. This is because 
they are waterlogged, which slows 
down the way that plant matter de-
composes.
  But if those conditions change, mi-
crobes can start breaking down the 
stored carbon and release green-
house gases such as methane and 

carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.
  Our results show that these black-
water lakes in the peatland act like 
chimneys, constantly releasing a 
small fraction of this ancient carbon 
back into the atmosphere. We have 
not found this documented in any 
other scientific studies.
  Although these results were surpris-
ing, we emphasise that this discov-
ery is likely not a climate emergency. 
While environmental changes have 
the potential to destabilise the sur-
rounding peatlands, it is more likely 
that this release is part of a perfectly 
natural cycle, one where a very tiny 
amount of carbon is lost but bal-
anced by more peat forming and 
locking in more carbon.
  We don’t know if this is unique to 
the Congo Basin or occurs in other 
major peatland regions. And we 
don’t know exactly what it implies 
for the carbon dynamics in the Cu-
vette Centrale.
  The discovery of this natural path-
way for the release of ancient car-
bon from the peatland only shows 
how much scientists still need to 
discover to achieve a sustainable 
balance between human develop-
ment and long-term conservation of 
these natural ecosystems.

The Greenhouse Gases Being Re-
leased by Congolese Lakes Pose no 
Risk

  The greenhouse gases released by 
these Congolese lakes are not toxic 
in these quantities.
  Very rarely, other kinds of tropical 
lakes do release large plumes of car-

bon dioxide or methane. These are 
mainly very deep lakes connected 
to volcanic sources of greenhouse 
gases that can experience an 
abrupt lake overturn. This is a spo-
radic natural event that releases dis-
solved gases from the lake waters, 
potentially causing suffocation of 
people and livestock. It happened in 
Cameroon in 1984, at Lake Monoun, 
killing 37 people, and in 1986 at Lake 
Nyos, where 1,800 people died of 
suffocation.
  Lake Tumba and Mai-Ndombe 
in the DRC are a different kind of 
lake, much too shallow for extreme 
gas concentrations to build in their 
depths and result in this abrupt out-
gassing.
  When we released our research re-
cently, there was a worrying amount 
of misinterpretation of our results.
  Yahoo News wrongly described 
our research as a warning that an 
“‘ancient’ threat could soon be re-
leased”. Even a local Congolese 
publication falsely reported that a 
toxic gas leak had happened one 
hour from Kinshasa.
  Whether this clear misinformation 
was spread due to “sensation” seek-
ing journalism or because of a fun-
damental misunderstanding of the 
science presented cannot be said. 
What is important here is that care-
ful science communication, which 
serves to bridge the gap between 
scientists and the public, is essential 
for science-based practices and 
policies.
  To avoid misunderstanding, sci-
ence and media should collaborate 
to clearly communicate the key nu-
ances and limitations of complex 
findings. Readers can also help by 
critically evaluating media cov-
erage through tracing back the 
sources, looking at the original press 
release and, ideally, reading the sci-
entific paper itself.

The research consortium involved in 
this study is made up of ETH Zurich, 
UCLouvain, Woodwell Climate Re-
search Center, Régie des Voies Flu-
viales, and Commissariat Général à 
l’Energie Atomique.

This article was previously published 
in The Conversation
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                                                Beyond Women’s Day:                                   

Lauren Booth
Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Com-
munications Manager 

  On 9 August 1956, more than 20 000 
women marched to the Union Build-
ings in Pretoria to protest the apart-
heid pass laws, demanding dignity, 
equality and freedom. Women’s 
Month gives South Africans an im-
portant moment to remember those 
women, the courage of their stand 
and the rights for which they fought.

  But recognition alone cannot fulfil 
those ideals. Dignity, equality and 
freedom are shaped by what hap-
pens in everyday life: who has ac-
cess to opportunities, who controls 
resources, who participates in deci-
sions, whose voice is heard, and who 
has the power to influence what 
happens as a result.
  This is an important distinction, be-
cause participation and equality 
are not the same.
  A woman can be present in a meet-
ing, programme, training course or 
household and still have limited in-
fluence over decisions or resources. 
Gender inequality also does not op-
erate in isolation. In the South African 
context, unequal access to educa-
tion, income, ownership, services 
and decision-making structures can 
intersect with gender, increasing the 
distance between being included 
and having a meaningful say in the 
decisions that affect one’s life.
  For the Kruger to Canyons Biosphere 

Region (K2C), this understanding has 
increasingly shaped the way gen-
der is approached across its work. 
The shift can perhaps be explained 
most simply through a change in the 
question being asked. Rather than 
asking only, “How many women are 
participating in our programmes?”, 
K2C is increasingly asking: “How are 
our programmes changing women’s 
access to opportunities and their 
ability to act on them, their say in 
decisions, and what changes in their 
lives as a result?”
  That difference lies at the heart of 
gender mainstreaming.

Looking Beyond the Numbers

  Gender mainstreaming means 
building gender considerations into 
the way an organisation plans, im-
plements, monitors and evaluates its 
work, rather than treating gender as 
a separate “women’s component”. 
A gender-responsive approach is 
what this looks like in practice: rec-
ognising that women, men, girls and 
boys may experience the same pro-
gramme, service or environmental 
challenge differently, and deliber-
ately designing work to respond to 
those differences.
  At K2C, the Gender Working Group 
and Gender Action Plan help guide 
this approach, while the organisa-
tion’s Gender Policy provides a for-
mal framework for ensuring that 
gender equality is considered across 
both its programmes and its own or-

ganisational practices. The Gender 
Working Group serves as an internal 
platform to guide, strengthen and 
monitor this commitment, helping 
to integrate gender considerations 
across policies, projects, partner-
ships and organisational culture.
  The Gender Policy requires gen-
der analysis throughout the project 
cycle and calls for women to have 
greater opportunities to participate 
in decision-making and access re-
sources and services. It also recog-
nises that gender equality cannot 
rest on women alone, calling for 
men and boys to be engaged as 
agents of change. These principles 
extend to K2C’s own organisational 
systems and practices, reinforcing 
that gender mainstreaming is both 
an external programme responsibil-
ity and an internal one.

What Changes When We Look 
Through a Gender Lens?

  Across K2C’s work, this lens is applied 
in different ways, from strengthening 
women’s access to savings and fi-
nancial literacy through Eco-Savings 
and Credit Groups, to designing the 
Absorbent Hygiene Products Project 
around girls’ and women’s lived ex-
periences. 
  In rangeland management, it 
means recognising the different 
roles and voices involved in livestock 
and natural-resource management. 
Livestock programmes can easily 
focus on the person recognised as 

owning the animals. However, own-
ership does not necessarily tell the 
full story of how livestock are man-
aged within a household. Women, 
men and young people may have 
different roles in caring for animals, 
making household decisions and us-
ing natural resources. 
  Looking at a household through a 
gender lens therefore raises differ-
ent questions. Who feeds or tends 
the livestock? Who makes decisions 
about their care? Who decides 
when an animal is sold? Who ben-
efits financially from that sale? Who 
participates in decisions about graz-
ing and other natural resources? 
These questions help identify people 
who are deeply involved in the live-
lihood but may not be the recog-
nised livestock owner, ensuring that 
their roles and perspectives are con-
sidered when programmes are de-
signed and implemented. 
  They also expose a more difficult 
issue. K2C’s gender work has identi-
fied cultural barriers around livestock 
ownership for women, including 
barriers that can limit women’s op-
portunities to move from livestock 
care into greater ownership and de-
cision-making. There are no simple 
programme solutions to deeply root-
ed social and cultural norms. K2C’s 
Gender Policy recognises that rela-
tionships of inequality can become 
so embedded in everyday ways of 
thinking and behaving that they be-
gin to appear “natural”.                                          
                           Cont. on next page 

Women already confident in using the fuel-efficient cookstoves 
demonstrate how to light and use them during a community cook-
out
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Equality is More Than Being Counted

Cont, from previous page

  Changing those patterns therefore 
requires more than inviting women 
into a programme or creating an 
opportunity on paper. It requires 
understanding the conditions that 
shape whether women can access 
that opportunity, whether being 
part of the programme gives them 
meaningful influence, and whether 
the people and structures around 
them support change.
  This is also why engaging men, 
boys, households and communities 
is critical. If established patterns of 
ownership and decision-making in-
volve entire families and commu-
nities, meaningful change cannot 
rest on women alone.
  The same principle can play out 
very differently in another pro-
gramme. In Xikukwane Village, 
monitoring by the Community So-
lutions Team showed lower-than-
expected use of K2C-distributed 
fuel-efficient cookstoves, but the 
numbers alone could not explain 
why. By listening to community 
members, mainly women and girls 
responsible for preparing meals 
at home, the team learned that 
some preferred cooking pots did 
not fit the stoves, while others were 
unsure how to light and use them 
correctly. The response was a 
practical community cookout and 
a practical community cookout 
and refresher session, demonstrat-
ing the stoves with familiar meals 

and drawing on the experience of 
women already using them.
  The example is simple but impor-
tant: understanding who is actually 
using an intervention, and listening 
to their experience, can change 
how a programme responds.

Participation is the Starting Point, 
Not the Finish Line

  Counting participation remains 
useful, but numbers cannot tell the 
full story. A programme may have 
strong female participation while 
women still have limited influence 
over decisions or provide access to 
training without changing access 
to resources or opportunities. Gen-
der mainstreaming therefore keeps 
looking beyond the first number: 
Who spoke? Who decided? Who 
benefited? Were women able to 
influence decisions and lead? Did 
anything meaningful change as a 
result?
  Gender mainstreaming is an on-
going process, not evidence that 
gender equality has already been 
achieved. And there is still a long 
way to go.
  Progress means moving towards 
a landscape where women are 
not simply represented, but are 
increasingly able to access op-
portunities and resources, have a 
meaningful say in decisions that af-
fect their lives, and influence what 
happens as a result.

What Happens After 9 August?

  Women’s Day and Women’s 
Month remain important. They re-
mind us of what was fought for, the 
progress South Africa has made, 
and how much remains unre-
solved. But the ideals represented 
by the women who marched in 
1956 cannot belong to one com-
memorative date.
  Those ideals are shaped by what 
happens every day of the year, in 
households, workplaces, commu-
nity structures, organisations and 
programmes. We need to look criti-
cally at the systems, opportunities 
and conditions that enable women 
to participate, lead and thrive, as 
well as those that continue to limit 
them, and have honest conversa-
tions about both.
  Women’s Month gives us an occa-
sion to reflect, but gender equality 
cannot belong to one date on the 
calendar. It has to influence the 
questions we ask and the choices 
we make every day, across proj-
ects, partnerships and communi-
ties. 

Meaningful engagement with community 
members (top left).

Women are involved in practical live-
stock management activities across the 
K2C landscape (above right).

Women’s roles in livestock manage-
ment extend from everyday animal care 
to technical animal-health activities and 
skills development (left).

All images supplied by K2C Biosphere
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The Roman Empire Strikes Back

Ben Coley
Celestial Events SA

  If all goes according to plan, by the 
time this article is published, the next 
great cosmic observatory should 
be on its way to its new home. The 
Nancy Grace Roman telescope is 
NASA’s latest offering to aid in our 
understanding of the Universe. It 
will join Hubble and James Webb in 
scouring the cosmos, trying to un-
lock its deepest and darkest secrets.

  The telescope is named after Nan-
cy Grace Roman, a brilliant scien-
tist who served as NASA’s first chief 
astronomer in the 60s and 70s. She 
is most noted as being the driving 
force behind the development of 
the Hubble Space Telescope, as well 
as campaigning for its approval and 
funding. Because of her vital involve-
ment, she is often referred to as the 
Mother of Hubble. It is fitting then, 
that the next great space telescope 
is named in honour of the woman 
who pioneered the era of modern 

space observatories.
  The Roman telescope is not de-
signed to replace any of the current 
observatories, but will rather com-
plement them, widening our view of 
the expanse of space, literally. Whilst 
Hubble and JWST offer incredibly 
detailed, close-up views of objects, 
Roman’s technology will allow it to 
survey vast swathes of the Universe 
at once thanks to its 300-megapixel 
wide-field camera. This amazing 
piece of optical engineering will pro-
duce a field of view more than 100x 
larger than Hubble, but maintain a 
similar image sharpness, allowing as-
tronomers to examine much larger 
expanses of space, in a much short-
er period of time.
  Roman is designed to see in the vis-
ible and near-infrared wavelength 
of light. Its power is its ability to survey 
large areas, and when a particularly 
interesting object is identified, JWST, 
with its 6.5m mirror, and deep infra-
red capabilities, can be called upon 
to reveal specific detail.
  Roman has 3 main mission goals:

Understanding Dark Energy
  Most people know that the Universe 
is expanding, but what is unusual is 
that the more it expands, the faster 
its rate of expansion. This was an un-
expected discovery since gravity 
should slowly begin to slow the ex-
pansion, the same way that a ball 
thrown into the air, will eventually 
slow and ultimately fall back down. 
This suggests that there is some un-
known force acting on the Universe, 
‘pulling’ it apart, counteracting 
gravity. Roman will peer at distant 
galaxies and try to help us under-
stand more about this invisible force. 
Why is the Universe expanding? Is 
dark energy constant, or is it vari-
able? Is our current understanding 
of the laws of gravity wrong?

Mapping Dark Matter
  Dark matter is the invisible ‘stuff’ that 
seems to envelop galaxies, stopping 
them from tearing themselves apart. 
Frustratingly, this strange substance 
does not emit, absorb or reflect light 

in a way we can readily detect, but 
its effects can be mapped by watch-
ing how objects interact with it, and 
how its gravity distorts the light from 
distant objects behind it. Roman will 
look at millions of galaxies and try to 
gain a better understanding of the 
mechanics of this mysterious, seem-
ingly invisible phenomenon.

Searching for Exoplanets
  For decades we have known that 
our solar system is not unique. Astron-
omers suspect that almost every star 
has planets orbiting it, offering an al-
most infinite number of strange new 
worlds to be understood. Roman will 
direct its mirror at the heart of our 
galaxy, where billions of stars orbit 
our central supermassive black hole. 
It will use a technique called ‘gravi-
tational microlensing’, in which the 
gravity of a foreground star acts as 
a natural magnifying glass. An orbit-
ing planet can produce a tiny addi-
tional change in the magnified light, 
revealing its presence.
  Perhaps the most exciting thing 
about Roman, is what else it will dis-
cover. As technology continues to 
rocket forward, so does our ability to 
discover things that we did not know 
existed, or even contemplated. Ro-
man promises to discover as many 
new secrets that it unlocks - but that 
is the fun part! We are only just begin-
ning to understand the Universe and 
now have a new tool with which to 
examine it. 
  Space remains the ultimate mys-
tery, a place where anything we 
can imagine may well exist … We 
just have to find it.

Ben Coley / Celestial Events SA can 
be contacted on 079 575 0900.

Make Up of the Universe (top left) 
Credit Third Eye Matter 

Nancy Grace Roman (top right)

Nancy Grace Roman Telescope (above)
Credit - GFSC SVS.

Roman Telescope vs Hubble FOV (left)
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  Visitors to the Graskop Gorge Lift 
Co in Mpumalanga can now learn 
much more than the names of the 
trees lining its forest trail, with 50 new 
interpretation panels installed to re-
veal the plants’ hidden role in the Af-
romontane forest.

  Around 50 tree species have long 
been identified with name plates, 
but the new panels provide a closer 
look at their leaves, flowers and fruit, 
as well as the birds, bats, butterflies 
and moths that depend on them.
  The panels were created by Mbom-
bela-based Hamilton-Fynch, which 
specialises in developing interpreta-
tion and visitor information media.
  According to Hamilton-Fynch, sim-
ply naming a tree tells visitors what 
species they are looking at, but not 
much about the tree itself or its role in 
the ecosystem. This is particularly rel-
evant at the gorge, where many of 
the trees have canopies high above 
the forest floor, making their leaves, 
flowers and fruit difficult to see.
  The new panels bring those details 
down to eye level, giving visitors a 
better understanding of the forest 
and the relationships between its 
plants and animals.

More Than Just a Forest Trail

  The panels form part of a broader 
effort to help visitors understand the 
ecological importance of the gorge, 
rather than simply experience it as a 
scenic tourism attraction.
  The Graskop Gorge Lift Co is situ-
ated in an Afromontane forest eco-
system within a 60m-deep gorge. 
Afromontane forest covers less than 
1% of South Africa’s landmass and 

New Panels Reveal the Hidden Lives of 
Graskop Gorge’s Trees

provides habitat for a range of spe-
cialised species.
  The gorge is home to species in-
cluding the critically endangered 
Graskop cliff aloe (Aloe nubigena), 
which has a highly restricted range, 
as well as the Natal ghost frog and 
Rainforest Brown butterfly.
  The tourism operation has been de-
signed to allow visitors to experience 
this environment while limiting their 
impact on it. Its 51m glass-fronted 
viewing lift and network of elevat-
ed timber boardwalks keep visitors 
above the forest floor, helping to 
prevent soil compaction and dam-
age to the undergrowth.
  The 600m Forest Trail was extend-
ed to a 1 000m walkway in 2025 
with the addition of the Next-Level 
Walk, which follows the cliff face to 
the Cliff Café. This unique café sits 
against the cliff and overlooks the 
forest below.

Explaining What Visitors Cannot See

  Lesley Lane of Hamilton-Fynch says 
the interpretation is intended to 
make the forest’s hidden biodiver-
sity easier for visitors to understand. 
“The forest experience at Graskop 
Gorge Lift Co invites visitors to step 
into an enchanting world where 
towering trees whisper stories of an-
cient ecosystems,” she says. “It offers 
a breathtaking journey through the 
lush, untamed forest; a sensory es-
cape unlike anything else in the re-
gion.” The tree panels are part of a 
growing collection of interpretation 
material at the attraction.
  Earlier this year, Hamilton-Fynch 
completed several large biodiversity 
panels, measuring about 2 000mm 

by 800mm, with information about 
the life supported by the forest. 

More Panels Planned

  The next project will focus on the 
changes taking place in the forest 
following recent storms. 
  Karl Lane of Hamilton-Fynch says 
panels explaining gap dynamics – 
how plants grow and change in an 
area of forest after a gap is created 
by a natural disturbance – are being 
developed. “We are working on an 
explanation of gap dynamics, why it 
happens, what its benefits are and 
how it recovers,” he says.
  Panels about the gorge’s bats are 
also planned. As many as 14 bat 
species are likely to occur at differ-
ent levels of the forest, depending 
on the species.
  The projects form part of Graskop 
Gorge Lift Co’s effort to combine 
tourism with conservation, using the 
attraction itself as a way of educat-
ing visitors about the fragile ecosys-
tem surrounding them.
  A 60-page booklet, ‘Into the Mist: 
Discovering the Hidden Wonders 
of the Panorama Route & Graskop 
Gorge’, is also available for pur-
chase. The booklet explores the wid-
er Panorama Route and includes a 
map of the area, identification of 
the main mountain peaks, informa-
tion on local geology and cultures 
and a map highlighting the region’s 
different biomes, including grassland 
and savanna. It also features infor-
mation specific to Graskop Gorge, 
including its trees, reptiles, mammals 
and insects.
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                                                Beyond the Boundary: 

BirdLife South Africa’s Vulture Project

  There are few sights in the African 
sky to rival a vulture on the wing. 
Barely a feather moves as it carves a 
slow arc on a rising thermal, holding 
altitude on a two-and-a-half-metre 
wingspan while scanning the ground 
far below. Vultures can soar vast dis-
tances each day, ignoring property 
and country borders, navigating an 
ever-changing landscape in search 
of food.

  For all that grandeur, vultures are 
one of the most threatened bird 
groups. In South Africa, five species 
are listed as Critically Endangered, 
one step away from extinct in the 
wild. Populations of some species 
have fallen by as much as 90% over 
the past 50 years.
Vultures are the landscape’s clean-
up crew, stripping a carcass in a 
matter of hours and removing car-
rion before it becomes a problem. 

In doing so they suppress the spread 
of diseases such as anthrax, botu-
lism and rabies, and limit the build-
up of other scavenger populations 
that carry disease into livestock 
herds and human settlements. A re-
cent study on the economic value 
of vultures from ecosystem services 
provided in Botswana, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe was estimated to be over 
USD 250 million per year.  
Vultures face a multitude of threats. 
Mass poisoning events, in which a sin-
gle laced carcass can kill hundreds 
of birds at once, have devastated 
populations within the greater Kru-
ger region. Targeted harvesting for 
the traditional medicine trade, or to 
hide the actions of poaching, have 
killed over 2000 vultures in the wider 
Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation 
Area since 2015. Collisions and elec-
trocutions with energy infrastructure 
and loss of habitat compound the 
problem for these slow-breeding 
birds that typically lay a single egg 

each year. 
There is one more threat, less visible 
than the rest and only recently un-
derstood, caused by lead-core am-
munition.

An invisible problem
In 2016, BirdLife South Africa began 
investigating lead levels in vultures 
and other raptors. Blood sampling 
soon showed that lead exposure 
was not an isolated occurrence, 
with both White-backed and Cape 
Vultures showing elevated levels. 
Subsequent research, including a 
PhD by Dr Linda van den Heever, 
traced the source of this exposure to 
spent lead-based ammunition. 
Upon impact with its target, a lead-
core bullet fragments extensively, 
leaving numerous particles, often 
microscopic, within the carcass and 
surrounding tissue. Vultures are ex-
posed to toxic lead fragments when 
they feed on discarded gut piles and 
carcass waste. Their highly acidic di-

gestive systems facilitate the absorp-
tion of lead into the bloodstream, 
where it can be distributed through-
out the body. 
The impacts of lead poisoning are 
complex and severe. Acute poison-
ing can be fatal, while sub-lethal 
exposure can impair haemoglobin 
production, causing anaemia, and 
affect neurological function. Vul-
tures suffering from lead poisoning 
are often weak, uncoordinated and 
emaciated, making these normally 
feisty birds much easier to catch 
and bring to a wildlife veterinarian 
for treatment. The risk is particularly 
concerning for chicks, which can 
be unknowingly fed contaminated 
carrion by their parents. At this criti-
cal stage of development, exposure 
to lead results in chicks fledge with 
compromised health as they devel-
op flight muscles and learn to navi-
gate their aerial landscape.
Blood sampling of White-backed 
Vultures in the Northern Cape since 
2016 reveals that elevated lead lev-
els remain a persistent threat within 
the population, with similar trends 
observed in KwaZulu-Natal. A study 
by Swart et al (2026) found that over 
one-third of the samples had above 
background exposure. 
Vultures are not the only wildlife at 
risk. Southern Ground Hornbills have 
been documented suffering acute 
lead poisoning, with spent ammuni-
tion found in the gizzard, requiring in-
tensive treatment. There is evidence 
of exposure in large carnivores too. 
In a case reported by Hauw et al. 
(2025), a cheetah held in a boma in 
Namibia developed acute lead poi-
soning after being fed game meat 
harvested using lead-core ammuni-
tion. The cheetah subsequently suf-
fered a seizure and died, and spent 
ammunition was recovered from its 
stomach.
These cases highlight that the path-
way from ammunition to wildlife ex-
tends well beyond vultures. Wherev-
er animals consume carcasses, gut 
piles or game meat containing frag-
ments of lead ammunition, there 
is potential for exposure. In a land-
scape where wildlife relocations are 
routine, lead exposure in bomas can 
be a source of unintentional poison-
ing. 
A landscape-scale response
The encouraging news is that a solu-
tion already exists, and it is increas-
ingly a local one. Lead-free ammu-
nition, typically copper-alloy or brass 
monolithic bullets are made of non-
toxic metals that do not fragment in 
the same way as lead-core bullets. 
South Africa has a growing domes-
tic manufacturing sector with over 
a dozen manufacturers producing 
factory rounds in most of the com-
mon calibres, and bullets for hand-
loaders in all diameters, and uptake 
is rising steadily.
BirdLife South Africa’s Vulture Project 
is working to accelerate that shift 
across the hunting, culling, ecotour-
ism, and game management sec-
tors. Our work includes ballistic test-
ing, with a particular focus on locally 
produced lead-free ammunition, 
and gathering data on real-world 
field performance in partnership with 
the hunting and game manage-
ment sectors. The aim is to collect 
evidence and produce best-prac-
tice guidelines that lead-free am-
munition performs, is available, and 
that switching costs the shooter very 
little while returning a great deal to 
the landscape.
                                  Cont. on next page

Vutlure sitting on a hippo carcass



Tackling Lead Poisoning Across Vulture Landscapes
Cont. from previous page 

  In a region defined by its shared 
boundaries, that is a change we 
can make together. Providing safe 
food is crucial to assisting the high-
ly threatened vulture populations 
within the Kruger to Canyons Bio-
sphere Reserve and beyond. Land-
scape conservation efforts involving 
all stakeholders are required to re-
duce the impacts from lead poison-
ing. 

An Industry that Can Make a 
Difference
  A particular group of professionals 
with a unique opportunity to make 
an impact is safari guides. Inherent-
ly seen as custodians of nature, they 
occupy a unique position to reduce 
the use, and by implication the im-
pact, of lead-based ammunition on 
vultures and the wider environment. 

As professionals who spend consid-
erable time in the field, guides are 
often able to influence the prac-
tices and purchasing decisions of 
the operations they work for, as well 
as engage with influential, high-net-
worth tourists. 
  Where a firearm is required for 
walking trails, bush walks, or other 
legitimate safety purposes, guides 
can advocate for the use of lead-
free ammunition as a standard op-
erational requirement. This is a rela-
tively simple change that can be 
made on the part of an employer, 
but one that can meaningfully re-
duce the risk of lead entering the 
environment and subsequently af-
fecting wildlife and the surrounding 
ecosystem.
Just as importantly, guides can – 
and should – do their best to lead 
by example. Carrying lead-free 
ammunition whenever a rifle is re-

quired demonstrates that respon-
sible guiding extends beyond the 
guest experience and includes a 
much deeper, broader understand-
ing and respect for our impact on 
the environment and the associat-
ed ecological consequences of our 
actions. As storytellers, it can turn a 
simple coffee stop with guests into 
a deeper interpretation of the com-
position of the rounds on a guide’s 
hip, and how it’s not just the impact 
of a bullet that can be considered 
deadly. 

By encouraging employers to 
adopt lead-free ammunition poli-
cies, explaining how they can jus-
tify the change to link to a broader 
impact narrative, and by making 
responsible choices themselves, sa-
fari guides can help ensure that the 
places in which they work remain 
safe not only for people but also for 

wildlife. 

Conclusion
Shifting to lead-free ammunition in 
hunting, guiding and game man-
agement reduces lead exposure 
for threatened wildlife and people. 
It is a small change with big conse-
quences, helping safeguard spe-
cies beyond any boundary. 

Justin Henry – Vulture Project Man-
ager, BirdLife South Africa
John Kinghorn – Avitourism Project 
Manager, BirdLife South Africa

An X-ray showing tiny lead fragments in the chest of a deer shot with lead bullets (above left). Image Jordan Hampton, University of Melbourne. Lead-core bullet fragments 
(top) and lead-free bullets (above).
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 Seaweeds Are Not Plants – 
And Six Other Surprising Facts About Aquatic Flora

Alexander Bowles
Glasstone Research Fellow, Plant Sci-
ence, University of Oxford

  Hidden beneath the water’s surface 
is a botanical world that is among 
nature’s most innovative and eco-
logically important.

  As I highlighted in a recent paper, 
an extraordinary range of adapta-
tions have evolved in aquatic plants 
for life beneath the water’s surface. 
Some flower underwater; others cap-
ture animals in ingenious traps. Here 
are seven facts that show how these 
remarkable organisms challenge our 
assumptions about what plants are 
and how they survive.
  Many people think of plants as nice-
looking greens. Essential for clean 
air, yes, but simple organisms. A step 
change in research is shaking up the 
way scientists think about plants: they 
are far more complex and more like 
us than you might imagine. This blos-
soming field of science is too delight-
ful to do it justice in one or two stories. 
This article is part of a series, Plant Cu-
rious, exploring scientific studies that 
challenge the way you view plantlife.

1. Plants Can’t Stop Returning to Wa-
ter

  When we think of plants, we often 
picture life on land: forests, grass-
lands and meadows. Yet through-
out their evolutionary history, plants 
have repeatedly returned to the 
water, where they first evolved. 
Around 500 million years ago, plants 
moved from water onto land. Since 
then, many have moved back. Sci-
entists estimate that the aquatic 
lifestyle has evolved independently 
more than 100 times across different 
plant groups.
  Water lilies float their leaves on the 
surface, duckweeds drift freely and 
seagrasses live entirely submerged 
in the ocean. Some of these groups 
made their return over 100 million 
years ago. The repeated evolution 
of aquatic plants is one of nature’s 
most striking examples of conver-
gent evolution.

2. The Plants That Aren’t Plants

  Some of the most conspicuous or-
ganisms beneath the waves are sea-
weeds. They photosynthesise and 
often resemble underwater plants. 
Yet despite their appearance, sea-
weeds are not true plants.
  Seaweeds belong to several dis-
tinct lineages of algae found across 
the evolutionary tree of life. The gi-
ant kelps that form underwater for-
ests are brown algae. Nori and dulse 
are red algae, while sea lettuce be-
longs to the green algae.
  Unlike plants, they lack true roots, 
stems and leaves, and they do not 
produce flowers or seeds. However, 
their plant-like appearance is a re-
minder that evolution can produce 
similar forms in very different groups 
of organisms when they face similar 
environmental challenges.

3. Great Depths

  Plants need sunlight to photosyn-
thesise, which usually limits them 
to land or shallow water. Yet some 
aquatic mosses survive at aston-
ishing depths. Knieff’s hook-moss 
(Drepanocladus aduncus) has been 

recorded at 140 metres below the 
surface in the exceptionally clear 
waters of Crater Lake, Oregon, US. 
This makes it the deepest known un-
derwater plant which also grows on 
land, surviving at a depth greater 
than the height of the London Eye.
  Deep-water mosses have also been 
recorded in lakes in New Zealand, 
Antarctica and elsewhere, so deep 
these environments are effectively 
pitch black and few animals can 
survive.

4. Rootless

  Roots are one of the defining fea-
tures of plants, anchoring them in 
the ground and absorbing water 
and nutrients from the soil. Yet many 
aquatic plants have reduced their 
roots dramatically - and some have 
seemingly lost them altogether.
  Life underwater changes the rules. 
Water and dissolved nutrients sur-
round the plant, making extensive 
root systems less important than they 
are on land. Instead, many aquatic 
species absorb nutrients directly 
through their leaves and stems.
  Duckweeds provide one of the 
most extreme examples. Some spe-
cies have only a single root com-
pared to multi-rooted relatives like 
giant duckweed. Members of the 
genus Wolffia – the world’s smallest 
flowering plants – have no roots at 
all, floating freely on the water’s sur-
face. Individual Wolffia can be a mil-
limetre in length, with flowers at 0.3 
millimetres.

5. Underwater Carnivores

  Not all aquatic plants rely on sun-
light and dissolved nutrients. Some 
supplement their diet by capturing 
and digesting animals.
  The most spectacular examples 
are the bladderworts (Utricularia), 
a group of rootless aquatic plants 
found in freshwater habitats around 
the world. Their leaves are modified 
into tiny bladder-like traps that cre-
ate a vacuum by pumping water 
out of the chamber.
  When a small animal brushes against 
trigger hairs near the trap entrance, 
a door springs open and the prey is 
sucked inside in less than a millisec-
ond. This makes bladderwort traps 
among the fastest movements in the 
plant kingdom. While they usually 
capture tiny aquatic invertebrates, 
fish larvae and tadpoles have occa-
sionally been recorded as prey.
  The carnivore lifestyle allows blad-

derworts to thrive in nutrient-poor 
waters where other plants struggle.

6. Pollination by Current

  When we think of plant pollination, 
people often picture bees buzzing 
between colourful petals on a sunny 
afternoon. However, if your flower 
is underwater, pollination becomes 
tricky. Instead of relying on insects or 
wind, many aquatic plants such as 
the seagrasses have turned water it-
self into their personal matchmaker, 
allowing the water’s currents to drift 
pollen directly to its destination.
  To attract pollinators, land plants 
routinely release airborne perfumes. 
But beneath the water’s surface, 
these traditional gas signals do not 
work effectively. This limitation has 
led to an evolutionary shift: under-
water pioneers like seagrasses have 
lost the genes responsible for pro-
ducing these airborne scents. These 
no longer provided an advantage 
so they were lost over time.
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7. Seagrasses and Mangroves are 
Major Carbon Sinks

  Seagrasses and mangroves cap-
ture and store carbon in their tissues 
and the sediments beneath them, 
making them some of the planet’s 
most effective natural carbon sinks. 
Together with seagrass meadows, 
they store what scientists call “blue 
carbon” – carbon trapped in coastal 
ecosystems that can remain locked 
away for centuries or even millennia.
  These ecosystems, including sea-
grass meadows and mangroves, 
store 11.5 billion tons of carbon 
worldwide. Of the 11.5 billion tons of 
carbon stored, mangroves represent 
the largest blue carbon pool at 6.5 
billion tons.
  Whether they are trapping prey in 
milliseconds, growing in near dark-
ness or storing carbon for centuries, 
aquatic plants demonstrate the re-
markable versatility of life.
This article was previously 
published in The Conversation 

Seaweed             Image:Canva inusuke
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South Africa Is Overlooking Solar Technology That 
Can Keep Generating Electricity After Sunset

Craig McGregor
Professor in Mechanical and Me-
chatronic Engineering, Stellenbosch 
University

  South Africa’s coal-fired power sta-
tions are retiring. The country must 
replace a huge amount of electric-
ity over the next two decades. Cur-
rently, coal still supplies 74% of the 
country’s power. But the govern-
ment’s national energy plan has 
largely overlooked one technology 
South Africa is particularly suited to 
build: concentrating solar power.

  There are two main ways of gen-
erating electricity from the sun. Pho-
tovoltaic (rooftop) solar panels con-
vert sunlight directly into electricity. 
Big concentrating solar power farms 
use mirrors to concentrate sunlight 
into heat. This heat is then used to 
produce steam that drives a turbine 
to generate electricity.
  Concentrating solar power works 
only with direct normal irradiance. 
This is sunlight that travels straight 
from the sun, rather than light scat-
tered by clouds, dust or moisture. 
This direct sunlight can be concen-
trated to produce extremely high 
temperatures.
  Because of its dry climate, clear 
skies and low cloud cover, South Af-
rica has some of the best direct nor-
mal irradiance in the world, second 
only to Chile’s Atacama Desert.
  South Africa once planned to build 
more concentrating solar power 
plants, but those plans were gradu-
ally scaled back. No new projects 
have been approved since 2014. 
Even so, the country already has 
several concentrating solar power 
plants, built by private companies 
through the government’s renew-
able energy programme. These 
generate about 600 megawatts 
of electricity, or enough to power 
roughly 350,000 to 400,000 average 
three-bedroom homes each year.
  As an engineer and the director of 
Stellenbosch University’s Solar Ther-
mal Energy Research Group, I’ve 
been part of teams who’ve done re-
search modelling how these systems 
integrate with the South African grid 
and their construction costs. I be-
lieve that South Africa abandoned 
this clean electricity that is so easy 
to connect to the national grid be-
cause it valued the wrong thing 
(cheap daytime electricity instead 
of reliable electricity).
  The government’s energy plan 
compares the cost of electricity from 
ordinary solar panels during daylight 

hours with the cost of building con-
centrating solar power plants. On 
paper, ordinary solar looks much 
cheaper, costing about US$35 
(R576) per megawatt-hour. But solar 
panels don’t generate electricity at 
night and adding batteries to store 
enough electricity to cover a full 
night raises the cost to about US$166 
(R2,735) per megawatt-hour.
  By comparison, concentrating solar 
power, which stores heat during the 
day and uses it to generate elec-
tricity after dark, costs about US$95 
(R1,565) per megawatt-hour.
  The government’s energy plan also 
favours nuclear power, which costs 
US$140/MWh (R2,312) and is about 
to invest R2.2 trillion (US$128 billion) in 
this. I argue that this is a huge mis-
take. Concentrating solar power is 
far cheaper.

Why South Africa Needs Concentrat-
ing Solar Power

  One advantage sets concentrating 
solar power apart from ordinary solar 
panels: it can keep generating elec-
tricity after the sun goes down.
  Photovoltaic or rooftop solar panels 
generate electricity only while the 
sun is shining. But electricity demand 
is often highest in the evening, when 
people arrive home, cook dinner, 
switch on lights and watch televi-
sion. This ability to produce electric-
ity whenever it is needed is known as 
dispatchability.
  Concentrating solar power stores 
energy as heat rather than electric-
ity. During the day, mirrors concen-
trate sunlight to heat molten salt to 
about 565°C. The hot salt is stored 
in insulated tanks and later used to 
produce steam to drive a turbine, 
even after sunset. Modern plants 

can store enough heat to keep gen-
erating electricity for 12 to 20 hours. 
In summer, some can operate al-
most around the clock.
  Storing heat is also much cheaper 
than storing electricity in batteries 
for long periods. Batteries work well 
for supplying electricity over a few 
hours. But thermal storage costs only 
a fraction as much for overnight 
storage. Once this ability to provide 
electricity on demand is included, 
concentrating solar power becomes 
far more competitive than a simple 
comparison of daytime electricity 
prices suggests.

Concentrating Solar Power and 
Green Jobs

  This could also create far more 
manufacturing work in South Africa 
than photovoltaic or rooftop solar 
systems. Most of the cost of a pho-
tovoltaic system is in the solar cells. 
These are almost entirely imported 
and only assembled in South Africa.
  On the other hand, concentrating 
solar plants are built overwhelmingly 
of concrete, steel and glass – the 
things South African industry already 
makes. Up to 60% of the compo-
nents needed for a concentrating 
solar plant could be bought from lo-
cal South African factories.
  South Africa has also shown it can 
develop world-class concentrating 
solar power technology. The award-
winning Stellio heliostat, regarded in-
ternationally as one of the most effi-
cient and lowest-cost mirror systems, 
was conceived here and designed 
for local manufacture. China de-
ploys it at scale. South Africa did the 
pioneering work, but another coun-
try built the industry.

What Needs to Happen Next

  The government’s next version of 
the national energy plan must cal-
culate the cost of electricity at the 
point it is delivered to consumers, 
not at the point it is generated. The 
Department of Electricity and Ener-
gy, working with the Council for Sci-
entific and Industrial Research, has 
the modelling capacity to do this. It 
just needs to move away from the 
government’s public position that 
concentrating solar power is more 
expensive than rooftop solar.
  Alongside the energy plan, South 
Africa also needs a strategy to build 
a local concentrating solar power 
industry. The Department of Trade, 
Industry and Competition and the 
Industrial Development Corporation 
could compel future concentrating 
solar power projects to buy more 
components from South African 
manufacturers, such as mirrors, stor-
age tanks, receivers and heliostat 
frames. This is the same approach 
that helped grow the country’s pho-
tovoltaic assembly industry.
  The modelling we do at the Stel-
lenbosch University’s Solar Thermal 
Energy Research Group suggests 
that South Africa’s electricity grid 
has room for 6 to 10 gigawatts of 
concentrating solar power. That is 
enough capacity to supply roughly 
3.5 million to 6.5 million average 
three-bedroom homes over a year, 
depending on how the plants are 
operated.
  Even more energy could be added 
to the grid once local manufactur-
ing starts bringing the costs down. 
Smaller rooftop concentrating solar 
systems could also replace the die-
sel and electric boilers that many 
industries use to generate heat for 
manufacturing processes.
  South Africa has the resources and 
the industry. What the country lacks 
is a plan to roll out concentrating so-
lar power and a procurement pro-
gramme to make sure that most of 
the components are produced lo-
cally. With a proper plan in place, 
concentrating solar power stops 
looking like a technology we can af-
ford to ignore, and starts looking like 
one we cannot afford to keep ignor-
ing.

This article is based on Craig Mc-
Gregor’s recent inaugural lecture as 
a full professor at Stellenbosch Uni-
versity. 

This article was previously published 
in The Conversation

Solar mirrors - Darren Baker
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Social Capital - The Currency That Cannot Be Printed
Andrew Paterson
Philosafaris.com

  I have watched countless breeding 
herds of African elephant consisting 
of a senior cow, elder females and 
younger cows, all the way down to 
juveniles of both sexes - the young 
males are banished from their natal 
herd around their early teens - yet 
I’m ever fascinated by the quality 
of synchronised attention this matri-
archal sisterhood constantly pay to 
one another.

  On a recent trail I observed a small 
calf stumbling up a steep bank of 
the Luvuvhu River in the far north 
of the Kruger National Park. Instant-
ly, three of the nearest adult cows 
turned simultaneously - not in alarm, 
but in the unhurried, certain manner 
of those who have arranged them-
selves, over years, to know where 
the vulnerable members are. On 
roads, the matriarch usually positions 
herself between her extended fam-
ily and a vehicle long before any 
signal that I can detect has passed 
between the animals. A young bull, 
nearing his teens and starting to 
push his social boundaries within the 
herd, tests a situation that the ma-
triarch has already assessed and 
decided against. He reads her pos-
ture, pauses, and follows her better 
judgement.
  There is nothing sentimental about 
what I am watching. It is a system 
operating through accumulated, 
embodied trust - decades of shared 
experience compressed into the in-
stant legibility of posture and proxim-
ity. The herd does not deliberate. It 
knows. And what it knows has been 
built, slowly, through the most ordi-
nary medium in ecology: relation-
ship.
  This is social capital. And in Brian 
Walker’s framework of Social-Eco-
logical Resilience, it may be the at-
tribute that, more than any other, 
determines whether a system sur-
vives the moments that cannot be 
planned for.

What Social Capital Is
  
  Walker defines social capital as 
the trust, well-developed social net-
works, and effective leadership that 
allow communities - human or other-
wise - to coordinate responses to dis-
turbance. It is not the same as social 
contact, or even social cohesion. A 
crowd has neither trust nor effective 
leadership; it has proximity. Social 
capital is the functional infrastruc-
ture that makes collective action 
possible when conditions change 
rapidly and the cost of getting it 
wrong is high.
  In social-ecological systems, this 
infrastructure operates at multiple 
levels. At the community level, it is 
the network of relationships through 
which information flows - who knows 
what is happening at the far end of 
the watershed, who can be trusted 

to report accurately, who has the 
credibility to call for collective re-
straint when restraint is needed. At 
the leadership level, it is the quality 
of judgement that allows one indi-
vidual or council to act as a trusted 
node in that network - not because 
they hold authority by appointment, 
but because they have earned it 
through demonstrated reliability 
over time.
  Walker is characteristically precise 
about leadership here. Sometimes 
resilience requires a strong visionary 
individual who can hold a course 
under pressure and absorb the un-
certainty that would otherwise para-
lyse a group. At other times it requires 
what he calls shepherding - leading 
from behind, facilitating rather than 
directing, drawing out the distrib-
uted knowledge of the community 
rather than imposing a central view. 
The skill lies in knowing which one the 
moment demands. Misjudge that 
- apply a visionary’s forcefulness to 
a situation calling for distributed wis-
dom or offer facilitation when the 
situation demands decisive commit-
ment - and the social capital that 
enables response erodes precisely 
when it is most needed.

The Luvuvhu River and the Oxpeck-
er’s Contract

  The floodplain forests along the Lu-
vuvhu River support one of the high-
est densities of nyala in southern Af-
rica, alongside leopard, bushbuck, 
waterbuck, and an extraordinary 
diversity of bird life. Walk there in the 
early morning and you are walking 
through a system dense with mutu-
alist relationships - arrangements of 
mutual benefit refined across evolu-
tionary time.
  The yellow-billed oxpecker riding 
the back of an antelope is one ex-
ample of this. The bird removes ticks 
and other parasites the buck cannot 
reach; the buck provides a mobile 
foraging platform with a predictable 
parasite load. But the relationship 
runs deeper than the transactional. 
Oxpeckers function as an alarm sys-
tem. Their hissing call and sudden 
flight from an animal’s back is one 
of the earliest signals of a predator’s 
approach - often more reliable than 
the direct observations of the ever-
alert host animal itself, because the 
bird’s elevation provides sightlines 
the ground-bound animal lacks.
  The antelope does not consciously 
think: this bird serves my interests. But 
over evolutionary time, animals that 
tolerated and supported oxpecker 
presence survived at higher rates 
than those that didn’t. The relation-
ship is a form of biological social 
capital - a built-in network of trust 
and mutual benefit that enhances 
each party’s resilience without cost-
ing either of them in any acute way.
  What is instructive about mutualist, 
symbiotic relationships in ecology is 
precisely what Walker emphasises 
about social capital in human sys-

tems: it accumulates slowly, through 
consistency, and it is difficult to re-
store once broken. A host animal 
in the habit of chasing oxpeckers 
away - perhaps for being too irritat-
ing around wounds - does not eas-
ily re-establish the relationship. The 
trust infrastructure, once disrupted, 
requires time and repeated positive 
experience to rebuild. And during 
the period of disruption, the animal’s 
early-warning system is compro-
mised.

The Stoic Conception of Community

  The Ancient Greek Stoics ap-
proached social capital through the 
concept of oikeiosis - the natural af-
filiation and extension of care out-
ward from the self to others. Human 
beings are naturally disposed to form 
connections: first with themselves, 
then with family, then with commu-
nity, then - in the Stoic cosmopolitan 
vision - with all of humanity. This was 
not sentiment. It was a recognition 
that the individual in isolation is radi-
cally less capable than the individ-
ual embedded in a network of trust 
and mutual obligation.
  For the Stoics, friendship - genu-
ine friendship, not convenience or 
flattery - was among the most im-
portant investments a person could 
make. Roman Stoic Seneca’s letters 
to Lucilius are, among other things, 
a sustained commentary on this. He 
distinguishes sharply between those 
who collect associates for instrumen-
tal reasons and those who cultivate 
genuine friends: people who know 
your actual character, who will tell 
you what you need to hear rather 
than what you want to hear, and 
whom you trust enough to be known 
by. Such friendships, he argues, are 
not a luxury. They are a structural 
component of a life capable of ab-
sorbing serious disturbance.
  Stoicism is so often misread as a hard 
philosophy of solitary self-sufficiency. 
It isn’t. Epictetus taught in a school. 
The Roman emperor, Marcus Aure-
lius names, in his private Meditations, 
the specific people from whom he 
learned specific virtues - his grand-
father, his father, his teachers. His list 
is not incidental. It is a record of the 
social capital that made him who he 
was.

Social Capital in the Special Forces 
Team

  In Small Team tactics, social capital 
is not a desirable addition to opera-
tional capability. It is, in conditions of 
genuine stress, the primary determi-
nant of whether the team functions 
- and survives - at all.
  The reason is straightforward: in a 
high-stakes, rapidly evolving situa-
tion, there is no time to verify. The 
operator receiving a report from a 
teammate cannot pause to assess 
whether that teammate is accurate, 
honest, and competent. They act on 
the information communicated. If 

the social capital in the team is high 
- if the track record of that team-
mate’s judgement has been built 
through shared experience, through 
challenges navigated together, 
through the thousand small acts of 
reliability that constitute trust - then 
the team acts as a coordinated ma-
chine. If the social capital is low, an 
operator either hesitates at a mo-
ment that doesn’t permit hesitation 
or acts on information he has no ba-
sis to trust.
  Walker’s observation about lead-
ership applies here, particularly. 
The team leader who defaults to 
command-and-control in every situ-
ation - who cannot shift to distribut-
ed authority when the situation de-
mands it, when the soldier closest to 
the ground has information that the 
leader lacks - is burning social capi-
tal with every such decision. Over 
time, teammates stop volunteering 
judgement they expect to be over-
ridden. The network of distributed 
intelligence that is the team’s great-
est adaptive asset quietly atrophies. 
Then, the leader has a compliant 
team, not a resilient one.
  Conversely, the team that has built 
genuine social capital - through the 
mundane, unglamorous work of 
showing up reliably, delivering on 
commitments, sharing discomfort 
without complaint, and extending 
trust before it is strictly necessary - 
possesses something that no training 
programme can manufacture in a 
hurry. It possesses the functional in-
frastructure for effective collective 
action under conditions that no plan 
has anticipated.
  This is the irreducible truth about 
social capital that Walker identi-
fies, and that the elephant matri-
arch embodies as second nature: it 
cannot be improvised at the point 
of need. It must be built before the 
need arrives, through the patient, 
unspectacular investment of con-
stant practice.

Walk-On

  Moving back through the riverine 
vegetation as the light thickens, a 
herd of buffalo moves through the 
Fever-tree forest ahead of us, un-
hurried. An oxpecker lifts momen-
tarily from the shoulder of the lead 
animal, wheels in flight and settles 
again. A transaction invisible to the 
casual eye. A relationship ancient 
beyond reckoning.
  The bush is not a collection of indi-
viduals competing in isolation. It is a 
web of obligations, debts, and mu-
tual dependencies - most of them in-
visible, all of them load-bearing. Strip 
them away in the name of simplic-
ity or efficiency, and you don’t get 
a cleaner system. You get a more 
fragile one.
If you want to get hold of Andrew email: 
ecostoic@philosafaris.com - Safaris 
to the Wisdom of Nature - Philosophy 
means “love of wisdom” in ancient 
Greek, Safari means “journey” in Swahili.
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CONRAAD GEZA DE ROSNER - 
Founder and Director, K9 Conservation

  The Hoedspruit community was shocked 
when it learnt of the passing of Conraad de 
Rosner, who died suddenly of a heart attack 
on 13 August 2026.
  Conraad started in wildlife management in 
1991, on the reserves of Zululand. He moved 
to Sabi-Sands, where he was appointed as-
sistant anti-poaching manager in 2009.
  In 2005 he got a Weimaraner puppy, Zinge-
la, to keep him company on night patrols. 
That partnership became the foundation 
of his life’s work: pairing trained dogs with 
trained rangers in the field. In 2010, Zingela 
tracked down Panjo, an escaped tiger, in 
Mpumalanga - the story that first put Con-
raad’s name and methods on the map.
  He went on to found K9 Conservation in 
2011, at Thanda Game Reserve, landed 
contracts in the Sabi Sands which are still in 
place, and then moved its base to Hoed-
spruit in 2015. Over more than twenty years, 
his K9 units tracked poachers, detected 
snares, firearms and wildlife contraband, 
and located injured and orphaned animals 
for veterinary teams. He served as a police 
reservist with the Special Protected Species 
Unit and was a member of the Game Rang-
ers’ Association of Africa.
  His book, Called by the Wild: The Dogs 
Trained to Protect Wildlife, tells that story in 
his own words.
  He spent more than three decades in the 
field, standing between wildlife and the 
people who would kill it for profit.
  He is survived by his family and by the K9 
Conservation team he built. His dogs, his 
people and his projects remain at work. He 
was remembered at a memorial service at-
tended by those who knew and worked with 
him.

  Rest now. The dogs have got this.
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Lady Godiva’s September Forecast: 
The Bill Comes Due

Lady Godiva

  September doesn’t ask things nice-
ly. Whatever you’ve been avoiding 
since winter - the awkward call, the 
overdue decision, the promise you 
made yourself in a weak moment - 
it wants an answer now. The good 
news: most of you already know 
what to do. You’ve just been hoping 
someone else would do it first.
  Spring in the Lowveld means the 
bush is stirring, and so is everyone’s 

patience. This is a month for finishing 
things, not starting new ones. Half-
built plans get exposed fast. If you’ve 
been coasting, September notices.

Virgo (23 August – 22 September)
  Your season, and you’ve earned 
the right to be smug about it - quiet-
ly, obviously, because loudly would 
be undignified. The plan you’ve 
been perfecting in private is ready. 
Ship it before you “improve” it into 
oblivion again.
Libra (23 September – 22 October)
  Balance is your whole brand, but 
this month someone’s going to ask 
you to pick a side. Do it. The people-
pleasing act is wearing thin on you 
before it wears thin on them.
Scorpio (23 October – 21 November)
  You already know who’s been ly-
ing to you. Stop gathering more evi-
dence and act on what you’ve got. 
Restraint is admirable right up until it 
becomes an excuse.
Sagittarius (22 November – 21 De-
cember)
  An invitation arrives that looks like 
fun and is actually a commitment in 
disguise. Read the fine print before 
you say yes with your whole chest, as 
usual.

Capricorn (22 December – 19 January)
  Someone younger, louder, or less 
qualified is about to get credit for 
your idea. Speak now or spend 
Christmas being gracious about it, 
which we both know isn’t your strong 
suit.
Aquarius (20 January – 18 February)
  Your latest brilliant idea needs a 
budget, not just belief. Find the per-
son who can say “no, but” instead of 
just “no” - they’ll save the plan.
Pisces (19 February – 20 March)
  You’ve been avoiding a decision 
by calling it “staying open to op-
tions.” September closes a few of 
those options for you. Occasionally 
the universe just makes the call.
Aries (21 March – 19 April)
  Patience isn’t your gift, and this 
month doesn’t hand you any extra. 
Something worth having is going to 
take longer than you’d like. Sulking 
about the timeline won’t shorten it.
Taurus (20 April – 20 May)
  Comfort has been your excuse for 
three months running. September 
asks what you’re actually building, 
not just what you’re avoiding dis-
turbing. Move something.
Gemini (21 May – 20 June)
  Everyone wants your opinion this 

month, which is dangerous, because 
you have several and they contra-
dict each other. Pick one publicly. 
Consistency, just this once.
Cancer (21 June – 22 July)
  An old hurt resurfaces, uninvited. 
You don’t have to relive it - you 
just have to notice it’s finally small 
enough to look at directly. That’s 
progress, even if it doesn’t feel like it.
Leo (23 July – 22 August)
  The spotlight moves on, and it stings 
more than you’ll admit. Use the quiet 
to actually finish something instead 
of performing the finishing of it. The 
applause comes back.

Hot Tips for September
  Deadlines don’t care about your 
process. Finish the thing before you 
start the next thing. The overdue 
conversation gets easier the longer 
you avoid it - that’s a lie you’re tell-
ing yourself. Say the hard sentence 
first, explain it after.
  Watch who shows up when there’s 
no audience. That’s the version of 
them worth trusting. And if Septem-
ber feels like it’s asking too much of 
you at once, it isn’t - it’s just calling in 
what you already agreed to back in 
autumn.
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My 5 Sent
Oupa Bobbili

    Veertig jaar staan skielik opsy so-
dat nuwe skoene oor die drumpel 
kan loop. 
  Ja ek skryf nou ‘n mooi gedagte 
aan twee steun pilare van die ge-
meenskap, wat na veertig jaar se 
diens hulle tuig neerlê om die vrug-
te van hulle harde werk te kan geni-
et. Oom Pieter en Tannie Sonja het 
die vaandel oor gegee aan nuwe 
mense om hulle plek vol te staan. 
  Ek stap in die Apteek in en klaar is 
daar baie veranderinge, splinternu-
we gesigte. Melane (Ek weet nie of 
die spelling reg is nie, jammer nooi) 
groet ons vriendelik soos altyd, 
maar die hartseer lê diep in haar 

oë. Oom Pieter se stoel is leeg en 
Tannie Sonja loer nie oor die toon-
bank nie. Toe skop realiteit in, hulle 
is op pensioen. 
  Die gemeenskap sal hulle onthou 
want hulle bly nog hier. Ons sal 
hulle sien brood en melk koop op 
pensioen dag soos al ons ander ou 
mense. Die nuwe garde in ons mid-
de sal hulle deel doen ek weet dit. 
Hierdie is die harde realiteit en loop 
van die lewe. Jy werk hard, gee jou 
beste en dan gaan rus jy. Kort voor 
lank is jy net ‘n gedagte in die bed-
ryf. 
  Ons moet daarmee saam lewe, 
ons kan dit nie verander nie. Wat 
belangrik is wat jy saam met jou 
vat. Weet jy het eerlike werk gedo-

en, jy was lojaal, en het iets gebou 
wat ander nie kan nie. Dit is wat jy 
saam met jou vat. Dit is wat jou laat 
glimlag. Dit is jou eie legende. 
  Ek wil vir Oom Pieter en Tannie 
Sonja sê, julle het julle eie legende 
gebou. Wat julle vir die gemeens-
kap beteken, sal niemand van julle 
kan wegvat nie. Julle sal nie gou 
vergeet word nie, julle sal nooit uit 
ons harte uitgaan nie. Geniet julle 
pensioen, gooi brandstof in daai 
Ford en ry hom tot die bande vir 
julle “Country Roads” sing. Waar 
julle kom weet dat julle elke oomb-
lik, elke gedagte, en elke herinner-
ing verdien. 
  Vir die nuwe mense wil ek net 
sê, moet asseblief nie probeer om 

hulle skoene vol te staan nie. Julle 
het julle eie skoene, en ons as ge-
meenskap vertrou julle sal dit kan 
volstaan. Ons wil hê julle moet julle 
eie skoene volstaan, sodat ons op 
julle sal kan vertrou soos wat ons 
Oom Pieter en Tannie Sonja vertrou 
het. 
  Uit met die oud en in met die nuwe, 
so loop die lewe. Ek weet ons gelief-
de paar het oor gegee met ‘n oop 
maar ook met ‘n swaar gemoed. 
Dit is vir ons ook baie hartseer. Ons 
wens julle alle voorspoed, seëninge 
en baie liefde toe. 

Groete 

The Clockmaker Who Humiliated Science

Claude, Anthropic AI

  There is a particular kind of injustice 
that history keeps repeating. A person 
of no formal standing, no academic 
title, and no institutional backing solves 
a problem that has defeated the 
greatest minds of the age - and is then 
made to wait, humiliated, while those 
same minds find reasons why the solu-
tion cannot possibly be correct. John 
Harrison lived that injustice across four 
decades. And the problem he solved 
was not a small one.

  For centuries, sailors could find their 
latitude - their position north or south 
- by measuring the angle of the sun 
or stars above the horizon. Reliable, 
proven, understood. But longitude - 
east-west position - was a different 
and far darker matter. As one moves 
east or west across lines of longitude, 
local time shifts by one hour for every 
fifteen degrees. The solution, in theory, 
was simple: carry an accurate clock 

set to the time at a known reference 
point, compare it to local time at sea, 
and calculate the difference. In the-
ory. The problem was that no clock in 
existence could survive a sea voyage 
with sufficient accuracy. Temperature 
changes caused metal to expand and 
contract. Humidity corroded mecha-
nisms. The rolling of a ship defeated 
pendulums entirely. Ships navigated 
by guesswork, by prayer, and by the 
stars - and they died.
  The scale of death was staggering. In 
1707, a British naval squadron returning 
from Gibraltar made a catastrophic 
navigational error off the Scilly Isles. 
Four warships struck rocks and sank. 
Nearly 1,400 men drowned in a single 
night. It was not the first disaster of its 
kind, and it was not the last. In 1714, the 
British Parliament passed the Longitude 
Act, offering a prize of £20,000 – rough-
ly equivalent to £3,4 million pounds in 
today’s terms - to anyone who could 
solve the longitude problem to an ac-
curacy of thirty nautical miles. It was 

one of the largest scientific prizes ever 
offered. The greatest astronomers, 
mathematicians, and natural philoso-
phers of the age set to work.
  John Harrison was not among them. 
He was born in 1693 in Foulby, Yorkshire, 
the son of a carpenter. He had no for-
mal education in science or math-
ematics. He reportedly developed 
his fascination with clocks after being 
bedridden with smallpox as a child, 
spending his time studying a pocket 
watch his father had given him. He 
taught himself. He built his first clock 
before he was twenty. And when the 
Longitude Prize was announced, he 
quietly decided he would win it.
  He spent forty-three years on the prob-
lem. His first marine chronometer, H1, 
completed in 1737, weighed seventy-
five pounds and required a case four 
feet square. It was extraordinary engi-
neering, but not yet good enough. H2 
and H3 followed - each one more re-
fined, each one representing years of 
solitary obsessive work in a workshop, 
not a laboratory. And then, around 
1751, Harrison made a conceptual 
leap that nobody saw coming. No one 
in the 1750s considered the pocket 
watch a serious precision timekeeper. 
Harrison decided to build one anyway.
  H4 was completed in 1760. It resem-
bled a large, ornate pocket watch. It 
measured five inches across. It ticked 
five times a second. In 1761, Harrison’s 
son William sailed with H4 to Jamaica 
on HMS Deptford. Two months later, 
after a voyage across the Atlantic, 
H4 had lost just five seconds. Five sec-
onds. On a rolling ship, through storms 
and humidity and the full hostility of 
the open ocean, across thousands 
of miles, a carpenter’s son’s pocket 
watch had found longitude to within 
one nautical mile. The prize conditions 
required thirty.
  The Board of Longitude declared it a 
fluke and demanded a second trial.
  On the second voyage in 1764, H4 
gave a longitude error of ten miles. 
The Board still resisted, conceding only 
a partial payment of £10,000 (about 
£2,37 million pounds today). They de-
manded Harrison dismantle his clocks 

and hand over detailed drawings of 
their mechanisms. They proposed that 
the real solution to longitude was astro-
nomical - the Lunar Distance method 
favoured by the scientific establish-
ment - and that Harrison’s watch was a 
clever trick, not a true answer. The As-
tronomer Royal, Nevil Maskelyne, who 
sat on the Board, openly opposed Har-
rison and was simultaneously tasked 
with evaluating him. The conflict of in-
terest was brazen. Harrison was eighty 
years old.
  It took a direct appeal to King George 
III - who tested H5 personally and de-
clared it excellent - before Parliament 
finally intervened. In 1773, eighty years 
old and exhausted, Harrison received 
a final payment of £8,750 (roughly 
£1,74 million today) - never formally 
awarded the prize but compensated 
by Parliamentary act. He died three 
years later.
  The establishment had spent over a 
decade trying to explain away a solu-
tion that worked perfectly because it 
had come from the wrong kind of per-
son. A copy of H4 - called K1, built by 
watchmaker Larcum Kendall - sailed 
with James Cook on his second great 
voyage. Cook called it “our faithful 
guide through all the vicissitudes of cli-
mates.” The watch that the Board of 
Longitude spent years refusing to ac-
cept was simultaneously being used to 
map the world.
  There is a postscript worth noting. The 
marine chronometer that descend-
ed from Harrison’s work eventually 
equipped every serious vessel on every 
ocean. It made modern global trade 
possible. It made accurate charts pos-
sible. It made safe passage possible for 
every ship that followed. The Longitude 
Problem - the problem that had killed 
sailors for centuries, that had defeated 
the greatest scientific minds of the age, 
that had prompted Parliament to offer 
a fortune for its solution - was solved by 
a man who learned to make clocks by 
himself, in Yorkshire, because he once 
had nothing to do while sick but study 
a pocket watch.
  The right answer does not always 
come from the right address.


