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Use the information sheets provided about some of South Africa’s important wetlands and complete 

the table below.   

Name and Location Size Bird species and 

habitat types 

Other endemic or 

threatened 
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Number: SA 021 
Status: Sub-regional IBA (C5i, iii) 

Protection: Partially Protected 

 

Located 15 km southeast of Springs, at an altitude of 1 585 m, Blesbokspruit is a modified high-

altitude wetland. The IBA includes the entire system, from the Springs Bird Sanctuary in the north to 

Marievale Bird Sanctuary in the south. Blesbokspruit is one of the Vaal River’s larger tributaries and 

its catchment covers c. 1 000 km2. 

The vlei holds much open water, often shallow, with extensive fringing vegetation and some 

relatively small patches of emergent vegetation. The dominant marginal vegetation includes 

Phragmites australis, Typha capensis, Juncus spp. and Cyperus spp. Water levels in the spruit are 

artificially maintained by the input of mining, industrial and municipal effluents that are contained 

by embankments. The input of additional organic matter produces highly eutrophic conditions 

favoured by marginal vegetation, such as vast reedbeds, which provide a variety of reed and edge 

habitats.  The average rainfall is 670 mm p.a. Temperatures vary from extremes of –10°C in winter to 

35°C in summer. In drier high-lying areas the terrestrial habitat consists of Moist Cool Highveld 

Grassland. 

At least 286 species, 78 of which are waterbirds, have been recorded in the reserve. Blesbokspruit, 

which in the past regularly supported 20 000 waterbirds, was designated a Ramsar wetland of 

international importance for waterfowl in 1986. The vlei used to support large numbers of Great 

Crested Grebe, Yellow-billed Duck and Spur-winged Goose in the dry season when high water levels 

were artificially maintained at Blesbokspruit, and neighbouring wetlands dried up. Numbers of 

waterfowl at Blesbokspruit have decreased dramatically in the last 10 years, and no species has had 

numbers exceeding the 1% of the bio-geographical population estimate for over a decade. 

The highly productive water used to provide food for large numbers of Lesser Flamingo and Greater 

Flamingo; however, these have disappeared in recent years. The system still supports locally 

important numbers of Goliath Heron, Purple Heron, African Spoonbill, Glossy Ibis, Pied Avocet, Red-

knobbed Coot and White-winged Tern. The African Marsh Harrier, which has been displaced from 

much of the surrounding veld by intense industrialisation, urbanisation and habitat modification, 

used to have a strong population here; this too has dwindled over the last 5 years, and now it is only 

an occasional visitor. There are also at least three heronries supporting over 1 700 breeding pairs of 

several species. The most important species to be recorded at Blesbokspruit is the African-breeding 

subspecies of Bittern, which is rare in South Africa. These are historical records and it is unlikely that 

this species will ever be seen again at Blesbokspruit unless the site is rehabilitated considerably. The 

surrounding grassland supports African Grass Owl. The reedbeds have held huge roosts of up to 500 

000 Barn Swallows at times. 

 

Information sheet - Blesbokspruit 



Blesbokspruit was originally a perennial river, with few or no reedbeds along its narrow banks, and 

only a few expanses of open shallow water. During the gold rush of the 1940s many buildings, roads 

and railways were constructed in this area. Construction activities resulted in the creation of several 

large sand embankments, which impeded the river’s flow, creating large, open, shallow stretches of 

water suitable for colonisation by sedges, reedbeds, bulrushes, duckweed and other vlei vegetation. 

The new habitat and change in character of the wetland made it more attractive to waterbirds; 

Blesbokspruit continues to attract large numbers and a high diversity of waterbird species. In 1971 

Marievale Consolidated Mines donated 500 ha of marshland to the then Transvaal Provincial 

Administration Nature Conservation Division, now the Gauteng Department of Conservation and 

Agriculture, to be managed as a bird sanctuary. A further 385 ha was donated in 1976, and today 

over half of the site is protected within the Marievale Bird Sanctuary. 

To the north of Marievale, a site called Daggafontein is owned by the Anglo American Group, which 

manages it for waterfowl. Springs Bird Sanctuary is located farther north; the land between 

Daggafontein and the sanctuary is privately owned. Blesbokspruit is one of the largest wetlands in 

the highveld region of South Africa. Its conservation is of the highest priority as it forms part of the 

Vaal River catchment, ultimately supplying water to the densely populated Gauteng Province. The 

wetland also purifies industrial effluent entering the Blesbokspruit River from local industries, 

sewage works and mines. As the majority of Gauteng’s wetland habitats have been lost owing to 

urbanisation, industrialisation and mining, Blesbokspruit acts as an important local refuge for flora 

and fauna in this highly industrialised urban landscape. 

This site has been placed on the Montreux Record by the Ramsar Bureau owing to the detrimental 

changes that have impacted the site, resulting in changed ecological character. The biological 

integrity of this site is compromised by the poor quality water.  Another problem is the altered flow 

regime and an apparent ‘drowning’ of the wetland. It now receives a dramatic additional input of 

water from various East Rand sewage works and a large paper plant at Springs. The additional water 

is thought to have reduced the seasonally flooded ‘wet meadow’ and other suitable duck habitat, 

resulting in reduced numbers of ducks and geese compared to the early 1980s. 

The ‘Friends of Marievale’ group has been instrumental in clearing sections of reedbeds and helping 

to proactively restore areas that are productive for birds. What the Blesbokspruit system requires is 

for a single authority to develop and implement a cohesive and holistic management plan. 

The Moist Cool Highveld Grassland surrounding the spruit is a highly threatened vegetation type. 

Most of this vegetation type has been ploughed up and remnant patches are intensively grazed and 

degraded. Because of its proximity to large towns, cities and an international airport, and therefore 

tourists, Blesbokspruit has become well known and has, in its short history, played an important role 

in educating and stimulating interest in wildlife and conservation. 

 

 



 

SA Number: SA 026 
Status: Global IBA (A1, A4i, ii, iii) 

Protection: Partially Protected 
 

Situated 15 km northeast of Delareyville, these two pans, along with Klippan, are in a closed basin at 

1 350 m above sea level. Barberspan is a large (6 x 4 km), permanent, shallow (max depth 11 m) 

alkaline lake, which has its own small catchment of 30 km2. It is the largest of a series of pans in the 

fossil bed of the Paleo-Harts River. Over time, the upper reaches of the Harts River have been 

diverted into Barberspan’s fossil channel, probably changing its nature from a pan that used to dry 

up intermittently to a perennial pan. 

The lake is fed by the Harts River and is situated in open, flat to gently undulating grassy plain, much 

of which is cultivated for summer crops, such as maize, sunflowers and groundnuts. The only 

topographical features of the reserve consist of high ground in the north-eastern corner, which has 

been formed by windblown soil from Leeupan to the north, and high ground in the southern part of 

the reserve, which is only 20 m above the average water level of the pan, formed by sand from 

Barberspan.  The average rainfall is 557 mm per year, mostly falling in November–March, with 

annual average minimum and maximum temperatures of 9°C and 27°C respectively. The area’s 

climate is warm to hot in summer (max 38°C), and frosty in winter (min –9°C). 

 Barberspan, together with the surrounding nature reserve, regularly supports over 20 000 

individuals of 320 species of birds. It is especially important as a refuge for waterfowl during 

droughts, or when they are moulting, and as a stop-over site for migrant species, including Palearctic 

waders. Waterfowl congregate in large numbers during the dry season (April–October) when all the 

small wetlands in the surrounding districts have dried up completely, and the shallow Barberspan is 

the only suitable habitat remaining in the area. All but one of South Africa’s indigenous duck species 

have been recorded here. Most of these waterfowl disperse to breed in sheltered temporary pans 

and vleis once the summer rains arrive.  

Water level is important in determining which species are present on the pans. When low, 

conditions are suitable for large numbers of waders such as Ruffs. Other waders, and Lesser and 

Greater Flamingos, are frequently present, but tend to be most abundant during drought years.  

In wet summers the water is deep, and the shoreline consists of mainly inundated grassland, which 

results in large numbers of herons, egrets and Great Crested Grebes moving in to breed. The Goliath 

Heron, South African Shelduck, Yellow-billed Duck, Southern Pochard, Spur-winged Goose and many 

other waterbirds are resident in large numbers and occasionally breed. Red-knobbed Coots almost 

always breed in huge numbers; once over 12 000 breeding pairs were recorded. Rarer breeding 

species include the Chestnut-banded Plover and Caspian Tern, which occur sporadically at low 

densities.  

 

Information sheet – Barberspan  



Non-breeding summer visitors include Great White and Pink-backed Pelicans, while nomadic 

Whiskered Terns have occurred sporadically in large numbers. The adjacent Barberspan Nature 

Reserve supports many migrant Lesser Kestrels, while the resident Sickle-winged Chat, Kalahari 

Scrub-Robin, Crimson-breasted Shrike and Rufous-eared Warbler breed here. 

In 1954 the old Transvaal Provincial Administration (TPA) Nature Conservation Division purchased 

452 ha of land around the strategic, shallow, northern end of Barberspan, where bird densities are 

the greatest. During the 1970s and 1980s the TPA gradually acquired more land, and converted it 

into a bird sanctuary and nature reserve, including the entire shoreline of Barberspan. Leeupan is as 

yet unprotected. The protected area includes land up to 1.6 km from the high water mark. 

The pan was designated a Ramsar site in 1975. It is the permanence of water, caused by the 

diversion of flow from the Harts River into Barberspan, that makes the pan so important. An 

ornithological research station was founded within the boundary of the reserve. As one of only two 

official bird ringing stations in the country, ringing was always the primary function at Barberspan, 

and attention concentrated on the ringing of ducks and shorebirds. The research station closed in 

1991 however, and ringing activities have ceased. 

The reserve is divided into two areas. The southern half of the pan, together with the southern and 

south-eastern shorelines, has been designated an outdoor recreation area, where activities that are 

compatible with conservation are being carried out in natural surroundings. The public has 

unrestricted access to this area, subject to certain basic rules being observed. The northern half of 

the pan, together with the north-eastern, northern and western parts of the reserve, have been 

designated as an off-limits protected area.  

Indications from recent research suggest that Barberspan is slowly silting up, which may significantly 

change the ecological character of the site. Barberspan has also been described as a wetland of 

international biogeographic importance as it is an example of a rare or unusual grass pan. Any 

interference with the river channels will deprive the pan of its water. 

With the intensification of crop growing in the district, the sanctuary will be the only area in the 

region protecting good portions of the now highly fragmented dry sandy highveld grassland 

(although the area was cultivated prior to protection). The IBA includes the unprotected Leeupan, 

which lies to the north of Barberspan. The Reserve should be enlarged or managed to include the 

entire basin (including Leeupan), together with the floodplain, and the system should be managed as 

a single unit. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

SA Number: SA 030 
Status: Global IBA (A2, A3, A4i, iii) 

Protection: Unprotected 
 

The Orange River Mouth is located on the arid Atlantic coast at South Africa's border with Namibia. The 

nearest towns are Alexander Bay in South Africa and Oranjemund in Namibia. This IBA is a 13 km long 

section of the Orange River, including its floodplain and terrestrial matrix, running from the ocean to 

Pachtvlei, just east of the Sir Ernest Oppenheimer Bridge.  The IBA is a delta-type river mouth that 

consists of a series of braided troughs interspersed with sand banks, channel bars and small islands, with 

a tidal basin and a salt marsh on the south bank. Several pans occur on either bank, extensive mudflats 

occur at the mouth, and large areas of intrafluvial marsh occur upstream of the mudflats. 

The Orange River sometimes flows directly into the Atlantic Ocean, but at other times northward 

longshore drift creates a sandbar that blocks off river flow to the sea. When the bar is closed, a brackish 

lagoon develops, consisting of water from the river with, presumably, some through-bar seepage of 

seawater. The bar is breached during flood surges that usually occur annually.  The Orange River drains 

the largest catchment in South Africa, with an area of 549 700 km2 and a mean annual run-off of 12 000 

million m3. The system is so dominated by freshwater that it has few estuarine characteristics, and 

saltwater barely penetrates into the river. It is thus best termed a river mouth. The major part of the 

vegetation of the lower part of the river is typical of a low salinity wetland. 

 The Orange River Mouth is considered to be the sixth most important coastal wetland in southern Africa 

in terms of the overall numbers of wetland birds that it supports. Bird numbers and diversity can be as 

high as 26 000 individuals comprising 56 species. The river mouth, mudflats, intrafluvial marshlands, islets 

near the mouth and adjacent pans provide a sizeable area of sheltered shallow water suitable for 

concentrations of wetland birds. Numbers drop off considerably in winter, suggesting that the large 

majority of the birds, including the South African resident avifauna, are migratory, or indulge in local 

movements.  

At times the area supports more than 1% of the world populations of Cape Cormorant, South African 

Shelduck, Cape Shoveller and Hartlaub's Gull. The wetland and adjacent coastal dunes also support 

substantial numbers of Damara Tern, especially from a South African context. Substantial proportions of 

the southern African populations of White-breasted Cormorant, Black-necked Grebe, Great White 

Pelican, Little Bittern, African Spoonbill, Greater Flamingo, Lesser Flamingo, Maccoa Duck, Chestnut-

banded Plover, Pied Avocet, Kelp Gull, Swift Tern, Common Tern and Caspian Tern are periodically 

present at the Orange River mouth. In summer, these are joined by large numbers of migrant Palearctic 

waders, including Curlew Sandpiper and Little Stint. 

The Grey Heron, Black-headed Heron, Little Egret, Western Cattle Egret and Black-crowned Night Heron 

breed in reeds at Heronry Pool in Alexander Bay. In 1985 huge numbers of Cape Cormorant bred on three 

islets near the Orange River mouth, but this has not occurred subsequently.  

Information sheet – Orange River Mouth Wetlands   



The mouth supports a few resident African Black Oystercatchers, and the Jackal Buzzard and Black Harrier 

occasionally occur in its vicinity.  Peregrine Falcons occasionally hunt at the mouth. The African Marsh 

Harrier occurs along marshy sections of the riverbank and in the surrounding lucerne fields. Near 

Pachtvlei the terrestrial vegetation surrounding the wetland supports the Cape Francolin, Tractrac Chat, 

and two recently recognised taxa, Barlow's Lark and Cape Long-billed Lark. 

 After years of continuous degradation as a result of several factors, including adjacent diamond mining 

activities, flow regulation of the river and its catchment, and poor management of the mouth, the future 

is finally looking more positive for the Orange River Mouth Ramsar site. The unprotected mouth 

(currently managed on an ad hoc basis by Alexkor, a diamond mining company) and its saltmarsh are 

soon to be declared a provincial nature reserve, and will be afforded the protection of a full-time nature 

conservator. A management plan will be developed, and rehabilitation options will be explored. The 

establishment of the reserve has been made possible by the allocation of funds specifically for the project 

by the government of the Northern Cape Province. A substantial proportion of the wetland falls within 

Namibia, where it is managed by Namdeb (Oranjemund), another diamond mining company. 

Negotiations are currently underway to acquire the property for a transnational conservation area. 

The Orange River Mouth is of primary importance as one of the few major stop-over wetlands for 

migratory waders along the arid east Atlantic flyway, as well as being one of the few permanent wetlands 

for nomadic or moulting waterbirds there.  The Orange River system, South Africa's largest, has become 

highly regulated by virtue of 23 major dams and numerous weirs within its catchment. Abstraction and 

regulation of the Orange River has resulted in changed flow patterns, from a pronounced seasonal flow, 

primarily during summer, to a nearly even flow distribution. The total annual flow has also been reduced 

by half. To add to this, the functioning of the Orange River will be altered dramatically with the full 

implementation of the Lesotho Highlands Water Scheme. The scheme abstracts water from the Senqu 

and Bokong Rivers (headwaters of the Orange River system in Lesotho) and diverts it into the Katse and 

Mohale basins respectively. The water is then drained into the Vaal River basin to generate electricity, 

and subsequently to be used for human consumption and industrial and agricultural purposes by the 

urbanised metropolis of Gauteng. Originally planned as four dams, the project has come under 

considerably scrutiny after the implementation of the first phase (Katse) and construction of the second 

(Mohale). The scheme may be curtailed to limit environmental damage. Worst-case scenarios project 

periodic drying up of the Orange River that would have extremely negative consequences for the 

functioning of the river system and its mouth. 

The Orange River has the largest catchment area of all South Africa's rivers and it drains some of the 

country's most heavily farmed, industrialised and urbanised regions. Agricultural and industrial pollution 

seem to be particularly threatening, and monitoring bird populations along the Orange River, as 

indicators of wetland health, is important, especially at the highly sensitive mouth. Increased erosion 

inland results in an increased silt load and clogging at the river mouth.  Occasionally, floods severely alter 

the shape of the river mouth, particularly the islands on which many of the birds breed. These natural 

sporadic events result in a great deal of vegetation loss, and the system takes several years to fully 

recover. The loss of reedbeds reduces the amount of habitat for reedbed-dwelling or roosting passerines. 

Similarly, small waders suffer from the reduction in sheltered shallow areas. Any abstraction of water 

would accelerate the frequency at which these events occurred, with the consequent negative impacts 

on the system and its biota. 



At a local scale, the saltmarsh on the south bank of the river was degraded by a dyke, which was built to 

allow Alexkor personnel access to the beach. Material from the Alexkor dumps was blown across the 

saltmarsh, and through abrasion, clogging and other factors, killed much of this vegetation. The leakage 

of process water from mining operations into the saltmarsh caused further dieback. These human 

impacts have resulted in the wetland placed on the Montreux Record (in September 1995), which is a 

register of sites administered by the Ramsar Bureau that have suffered considerable detrimental action 

as a result of human activities. Alexkor have promised to rehabilitate the area and restore the saltmarsh, 

although it is unlikely that it will return to its former state. 

 



 

SA Number: SA 053 
Status: Global IBA (A2, A3) 
Protection: Fully Protected 

 

The Kosi Bay system is situated in a warm, humid subtropical climate 470 km northeast of Durban; 

Moçambique borders it in the north and the Indian Ocean in the east. The Kosi system lies within the 

pale sandy soils of the Moçambique coastal plain east of the Lebombo Mountains. Rocky ledges, 

shelves and outcrops infiltrate the plain. Kosi Bay is an estuary-linked lake system that has been 

transformed into circular fresh and brackish water bays and lagoons, each separated by low beach 

barriers. The system is composed of four interconnected, roughly circular lakes – Makhawulani, 

Mpungwini, Nhlange and aManzimnyama – and a broad channel leading to an estuary that opens to 

the Indian Ocean, and three extensive areas of swamp. The lakes are separated from the ocean by a 

strip of forested sand dunes. Numerous sandy mudbanks, emergent at low tide, occur in the lower 

part of the system. The rest of the area is characterised by the prevalence of stagnant water and 

boggy ground due to a high water table. Two principal rivers feed the system. The Sidhadla River is c. 

30 km long, receives water from 12 tributaries, and enters Lake aManzimnyama. The Nswamanzi 

River runs for c. 15 km, receiving water from nine tributaries before feeding into the western shore 

of Lake Nhlange. The Kosi system shows complex patterns and interactions in thermal properties, 

salinity and nutrient levels through the various lakes. The climate is subtropical; average 

temperature is 24°C and average annual rainfall is 1 100 mm p.a., falling mostly between November 

and March. The main vegetation types include marshes, sedge beds, lakes, pans, streams, swamps 

and other aquatic communities. Various semi-emergent plants such as water-lilies are common 

along the edges of the system. This is also the only system in South Africa where five species of 

mangrove are found and the swamp forest is dominated by the giant Kosi Palm. Other vegetation 

types include undulating grassland, woodland, and extensive patches of coastal dune forest. 

The avifauna is prolific and diverse, largely as a result of the undisturbed condition of the marginal 

vegetation along the water's edge, and the fact that several species reach the most southerly limits 

of their Afrotropical distribution here. Only 85 of the 296 bird species that have been recorded at 

Kosi Bay are estuary-associated. No single species is outstanding in terms of abundance. The system 

is important for various species of migratory and nomadic birds. The Greater Flamingo and Lesser 

Flamingo are almost always present, and the open water occasionally supports the Caspian Tern, 

Pink-backed Pelican and Great White Pelican. The marginal swamp and surrounding grassland is 

suitable for the African Marsh Harrier, Woolly-necked Stork, African Grass Owl and Allen's Gallinule, 

and occasionally the Rufous-bellied Heron occurs. It is assumed that Kosi Bay acts as a staging post 

for migrating waders as part of the east coast flyway. 

The swamp forest and associated overhanging vegetation supports several rare, localised and 

specialised bird species, including White-backed Night-Heron, African Finfoot and Pel's Fishing Owl. 

The larger riverine trees are suitable for the Bat Hawk and Southern Banded Snake-Eagle, which 

probably breed there.  

 

Information sheet – Kosi Bay system 



The extensive Kosi Palm forest supports the largest population of breeding Palm-nut Vulture in 

South Africa, but this site is relatively peripheral and insignificant to the Palm-nut Vulture's more 

cosmopolitan Afrotropical range. The dunes have Swamp Nightjars, and the mangroves are home to 

the Mangrove Kingfisher. 

The sand forest supports the Pink-throated Twinspot and Rudd's Apalis, two restricted- range 

species. The forests are home to the Brown Scrub-Robin, Chorister Robin-Chat, Woodwards' Batis, 

Black-bellied Starling and Grey Sunbird, while the woodlands have the White-throated Robin-Chat 

and Gorgeous Bush-Shrike, and the marginal vegetation surrounding the swamps supports the 

Southern Brown-throated Weaver. 

The area was proclaimed as a Nature Reserve under control of the KwaZulu-Natal Bureau of Natural 

Resources in 1987. It is now incorporated into the iSimangaliso Wetland Park. Kosi is a large but 

relatively isolated estuarine system; this results in minimal transfer of estuarine organisms to and 

from other systems. If Kosi ceased to function, a barrier would be created obstructing movement of 

estuarine species from north to south of Kosi and vice versa. The Kosi system also provides the only 

recruitment area for several species of marine spat found along the KwaZulu-Natal coast, and it is 

undoubtedly the most pristine and best preserved large estuarine system in KwaZulu-Natal. Despite 

being slightly degraded, it still supports a great diversity of fish and other aquatic fauna. It is still a 

natural system in that humans, while making extensive use of the fish, have not yet substantially 

altered the system.  

Efforts are being made to increase the tourist use of the area in order to give greater benefit to the 

local communities, because 25% of the gross revenue from visitors is given to the local tribal 

authority. Afforestation and increased use of fertilisers in the catchment area pose a threat to the 

system by reducing water runoff, and causing eutrophication of the water that does reach the lake. 

Local residents destroy swamp forest by 'slash-and-burn' cultivation. This method of agriculture 

appears to be wasteful and destructive as the sandy soils are highly unproductive, and removal of 

the forest leads to chronic erosion. Human population pressure is increasing as people attempt to 

get more land for habitation and cultivation. Exotic plants grow well, and they need to be controlled 

before they overwhelm the local indigenous vegetation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

SA Number: SA 064 
Status: Global IBA (A1, A2, A3, A4i, ii) 

Protection: Fully Protected 

This crescent-shaped park, which forms part of southern Africa's eastern escarpment, extends for c. 

200 km along most of KwaZulu-Natal's western border with Lesotho. The border follows the 

watershed above the Drakensberg escarpment, which consists of a continuous, abrupt and rugged 

scarp or mountain wall, capped by the Thaba Ntlenyana (3 484 m a.s.l.) peak in Lesotho, the highest 

peak in Africa south of Kilimanjaro. The area forms a formidable barrier of cliffs and peaks, with 

outstanding topographical features.   

The cliffs forming the escarpment are capped by extensive, horizontally bedded basalt lava slabs, 

which create a high-altitude plateau lying between 1 830 and 2 440 m a.s.l. The basalt is deeply 

incised by the tributaries of the three largest rivers in KwaZulu-Natal, the Tugela, Mkhomasi and 

Mzimkulu. These river catchments have many sheer cliffs, with near vertical walls over 500 m in 

height. At lower altitudes these steep basalt cliffs give way to slopes that form a large grassy terrace 

of variable width, interspersed with bands of exposed basalt. Lower still the grassy terrace falls away 

as cave sandstone cliffs are dissected by rivers and streams to form valleys, gorges and inselbergs. 

These two lines of cliffs, the larger basalt cliffs and the lower sandstone cliffs, run the entire length 

of the uKhahlamba Drakensberg. 

Temperatures are extreme and, on the high-altitude slopes, can drop below –15°C, but the 

maximum annual average reaches 15–35°C, depending on altitude. Annual average rainfall is 800 

mm p.a., falling mostly in summer (October–April).  Altitudinal zonation of vegetation is 

characteristic of most mountains of sufficient height. In the Drakensberg, three primary altitudinal 

zones occur; the montane zone (1 280–1 830 m a.s.l.), the sub-alpine zone (1 830–2 865 m a.s.l.) and 

the alpine zone (2 865–3 500 m a.s.l.).  

The montane belt extends from the lowermost basalt cliffs to the valley floors. Grassland dominates 

while protea parkland is found on most spurs and crests. On the lower slopes, scrub, including small 

trees and shrubs, develops on the rocks and cliffs. Other woody communities are confined to the 

sheltered gorges and kloofs. The climax community of the montane belt is tall evergreen forest that 

occurs on mesic streambanks and in deep kloofs where fire is excluded.   

Almost all of the remaining alpine and sub-alpine vegetation in KwaZulu-Natal is protected in this 

park. Two different communities predominate in the sub-alpine belt. The first is low-altitude sub-

alpine grassland, and the second is temperate grassland present at higher altitude on mesocline 

slopes. The climax vegetation of the sub-alpine belt is however fynbos.  The vegetation of the alpine 

belt consists of climax heath interspersed with alpine grassland genera. In rocky enclaves, woody 

communities flourish. Associated karroid shrubs occur in overgrazed areas and in fire-protected 

gullies. The summits are generally rocky with bare shallow soil patches and rock sheets near the 

escarpment. 

Information sheet – uKhahlamba Drakensberg 
Park 

 



The Drakensberg catchment consists of an interconnected system of wetlands ranging from open 

waterbodies such as mountain tarns to a variety of vleis, marshes and an intricate network of stream 

and river courses. These wetlands are distributed in a complex mosaic throughout the altitudinal 

gradient of the mountains where several characteristic wetland plant communities have developed. 

 This park is one of the world's primary breeding strongholds of the Cape Vulture; at least 1 325 birds 

and at least 215 breeding pairs are present. A total of 792 Cape Vultures was counted at 55 occupied 

sites on the larger basalt cliffs in 1983. This consisted of 17 breeding sites with 534 birds, and 38 

roosting sites with 258 birds. On the lower sandstone cliffs another 553 Cape Vultures were counted 

at 17 sites, including 6 breeding colonies. The northern Drakensberg, particularly the Mweni and 

Cathedral Peak areas, supported the largest numbers (total of 659) and highest concentrations of 

birds. Two major breeding colonies occur at Inner Mweni Needle (21 pairs) and South Mweni 

Pinnacles (29 pairs). Approximately 20 km to the southeast, two more large colonies occur at 

Cockade and Elephant (23 pairs) and Vulture's Retreat (18 pairs). Numbers and concentrations of 

vultures decrease progressively from north to south. The only notable breeding colony in the central 

region occurs at Kumulungana (23 pairs). The Cape Vulture uses predominantly south- and east-

facing cliffs between 1 750 and 3 100 m a.s.l. for breeding and roosting. 

Vultures forage over a wide area; it is estimated that some birds travel to carcasses up to 54 km 

away from their breeding colonies, suggesting a foraging range of some 9 200 km2. The birds 

occurring in the northern Drakensberg, where densities are highest, probably forage extensively to 

the west of the escarpment in the high-altitude terrain of Lesotho's Maluti Mountains. Rural Basotho 

herdsman graze large numbers of small stock in Lesotho, adjacent to the Park. The small stock 

suffers severe winters and subsequent mortalities are high, supplying the vultures with a substantial 

food source during the critical winter breeding season. 

Other widespread cliff-nesting species include the Jackal Buzzard, Lanner Falcon and Black Stork; the 

latter forages in association with streams and vleis. The high-altitude alpine heath and karroid 

vegetation supports the Grey Tit, Sickle-winged Chat and Layard's Tit-Babbler. This reserve forms a 

critical part of the Lesotho highlands IBA as it holds important populations of all of the restricted-

range species. The Drakensberg Rockjumper and Drakensberg Siskin are common and widespread 

within the park, especially at altitudes above 2 000 m a.s.l. The Mountain Pipit is found at extremely 

high-altitude, mostly above 3 000 m a.s.l., where it is a locally common breeding migrant. 

The climax grassland areas with moist vleis and marshes support the Blue Crane, Wattled Crane, 

Grey Crowned Crane, Southern Bald Ibis, Denham's Bustard, African Marsh Harrier, Black- rumped 

Buttonquail, Short-tailed Pipit and Yellow-breasted Pipit, the latter being particularly common 

between 2 000 and 2 300 m a.s.l. South Africa's main Striped Flufftail population is found in the 

Drakensberg region, where it may be locally numerous. The grassy slopes and valleys are also home 

to the Martial Eagle, Secretarybird and the Large-billed Lark, which is restricted to Lesotho and the 

adjacent South African Drakensberg highlands. 

Rocky outcrops are the favoured haunts of Cape Eagle-Owl, Ground Woodpecker, Buff-streaked 

Chat, African Rock Pipit and Sentinel Rock-Thrush, while the Black Harrier hunts over any relatively 

open grassland.  



The Protea woodland has Gurney's Sugarbird, and the thicket and forest patches in the kloofs and 

gullies are home to Chorister Robin-Chat, Bush Blackcap, Barratt's Warbler and Forest Canary.  

The uKhahlamba Drakensberg is regarded as the most important mountain catchment in South 

Africa because of the high yield and quality of water that flows from it. The Afro-alpine belt contains 

extensive wetlands, which, by virtue of their extremely limited distribution on the subcontinent, 

possess great rarity value. The most extensive, secure and near-pristine Afro-alpine and montane 

wetlands in South Africa are conserved in the Park. Accordingly these wetlands have been 

designated a Ramsar site as they play a key role in the hydrological cycle. Various farming 

communities, villages, and a number of large towns are directly dependent on these rivers and their 

catchments for water supplies. 

 The uKhahlamba Drakensberg Park is a declared World Heritage Site. The major part of it is owned 

and administered by Ezemvelo KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife and the KwaZulu-Natal government. Some 

small areas are demarcated as State Forest land and are administered by the Department of Water 

Affairs and Forestry (DWAF). The area is of major significance for nature conservation purposes 

because of the diversity of endemic and threatened plants and animals that it supports. The only 

Afro-alpine vegetation in southern Africa is shared between Lesotho, the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-

Natal. The area is extremely rich in Khoisan rock art and archaeological findings, and is highly 

significant from a cultural heritage perspective.   

Poisonings pose the greatest threat to the Cape Vulture colonies remaining in the Drakensberg. Up 

to 34% of farmers in the areas adjacent to the Park have been shown to use poisons potentially 

lethal to Cape Vultures. Strychnine and dieldrin are placed in animal carcasses by small stock farmers 

to combat mammalian predators such as jackals, caracals and domestic dogs. Hundreds of vultures 

can be killed in a single poisoning incident. Unfortunately, the mammalian predators targeted by 

farmers are more common near the conservation areas, and consequently, farmers closer to the 

vulture colonies use poisons more frequently than those farther away do. It has been suggested that 

poisoning incidences occur more frequently in the southern than in the central or northern 

Drakensberg. This would explain the lower densities of birds in the south, where neither breeding 

sites nor food supply seem to be limiting factors. It is imperative that farmers using poisons be made 

aware of the dangers poisoned carcasses pose to vultures. There is a prevalent misconception that 

vultures are sheep killers. Awareness programmes could vindicate the vultures' reputation as 

harmful or nuisance animals, and the importance of their ecological role could be harnessed.  

Another threat faced by vultures is a depleted food supply. One result is the loss of vital nutrients in 

the diet, which is responsible for bone abnormalities, especially in chicks. The establishment of more 

vulture restaurants along the Drakensberg escarpment could alleviate this problem. Restaurants 

may also encourage vultures to remain within the park during foraging forays, thus reducing their 

exposure to poisoned carcasses on adjacent private property. Recreational mountaineering and 

hiking may disturb the vultures during the breeding period. South African National Defence Force 

(SANDF) helicopters have been shown to disturb nesting and roosting birds. Collisions with man-

made structures outside the IBA, human encroachment and environmental pollution are other 

minor sources of threat to the survival of these colonies. 

 


