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Rainfall Figures 

 

The Hoedspruit Wildlife Estate’s average annual rainfall is 525mm. 

 

Recent rainfall figures in HWE: 

July 2014 – June 2015: 326 mm 

July 2015 – June 2016: 234 mm 

July 2016 – June 2017: 383 mm 
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July 2017 – June 2018: 355 mm  

July 2018 – June 2019: 317 mm 

July 2019 – June 2020: Between 440 mm & 532 mm (it was very patchy across HWE) 

 

Fauna & Flora Report 

Photos and text Villiers Steyn 

 

Bush-clearing 

In the 2019/2020 season, certain parts of the estate reached the average annual 

rainfall for the first time in many years, resulting in much-needed regrowth of grasses, 

especially in areas where bush-clearing and subsequent brush-packing took place. 

 

 

  HWE greenbelt photographed in August 2015       Regrowth of grasses due to brush-packing (2020) 

 

The most recent bush-clearing took place between Hoopoe and Hornbill roads and 

brings the total area cleared to approximately 84 hectares in the past three years. Due 

to the great visibility, these areas have become game viewing hotspots in HWE. 

 

             Dense veld before bush-clearing.                                          Great visibility after bush-clearing  
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In order to prevent over-utilisation of these preferred bush-cleared areas, they have 

been maximised in size and spread out throughout the green belt. Large, shade-

bearing sickle bushes have also been kept promoting vigorous growth of palatable 

grasses below their canopies.  

 

 

Areas that were cleared over the past 3 years.         Palatable grass growth under large sickle bushes.

   

 

Veld-condition and game numbers 

A vegetation survey conducted by Dr Tony Swemmer in May 2020 found that, despite 

the increased recent rainfall, the grass layer in the HWE’s green belt is still in a poor 

condition and recovering from the impact of the 2015-2019 drought. Annual grasses 

with a medium to low grazing value dominated the grass layer, with more palatable 

perennials making up only 9% of all individuals recorded.   

 

With this in mind, we have decided to keep game numbers towards the lower end of 

stocking rates suggested by our ecologist, Cornell Vermaak. As a result, 24 waterbuck 

and 24 impalas were removed in June 2020. The next game count will take place later 

this year once visibility from the air has increased sufficiently.  

 

Currently we estimate game numbers to be (more or less): 

80-90 impala  
15-20 waterbuck 
20-25 kudu 
11 giraffe 
5-10 nyala 
10-15 zebra 
10-15 wildebeest 
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No further game will be removed in 2020. Only once we have established more 

accurate numbers later this year, and calculated new stocking rates after next 

season’s rainfall, will we decide on any additional game removals.  

 

The main reason for consistently reducing game numbers over the past four years, 

has been to reduce browsing and grazing pressure on the veld. Our low stocking rate 

has not only given the veld some time to recover after the drought, but it has also 

ensured that the few animals that we still have, are all still in a reasonably healthy 

condition in the middle of the dry season. The physical condition of wild herbivores 

can be estimated by assessing the appearance of their hindquarters – the rounder, 

the healthier and the more angular, the poorer their condition. Typically, they are 

scored from 1-5 on body condition, with 1 being extremely poor and 5 being excellent.  

 

 

Appearance of the hindquarters to illustrate the physical condition of animals. 

 

The animals below were all photographed on the 29th of June 2020 and all look in a 

fair (3) to good (4) condition, confirming that there is more palatable vegetation 

available than previous years, but that it’s not yet enough to sustain an excellent 

condition into the middle of the dry season. 

 

 

Browsers, grazers, and mixed feeders all scoring between 3 and 4 out of 5 on body condition 

assessment (29 June 2020). 
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Our main goal should always be to maintain and improve the condition of the veld, and 

to then stock accordingly.  

 

Erosion control 

Gabions were erected in November 2016 to combat heavy erosion along the south-

eastern edge of Hamerkop Dam. These efforts were a huge success and new grass 

growth now protects these vulnerable areas. 

 

 

Erosion control at Hamerkop Dam                                  New grass growth in previously errored areas    

 (November 2016)                                                              (June 2020)  

 

Our aim is to control other eroded areas elsewhere in the greenbelt in a similar way 

over the next few years. 

 

 

Recently Completed Projects 

 

New wetland’s floating islands 

The new, third wetland created in May 2019 next to Fish-Eagle Dam is now fully 

functional and has been successfully populated with reeds and sedges, some of which 

have been planted on floating islands. 
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   New wetland under construction (May 2019)                   New wetland fully functional (June 2020) 

 

This has most likely resulted in reduced phosphorus levels in Fish-Eagle Dam, which 

has helped to eliminate the massive algae bloom in the dam in mid-2019. 

 

 

                   Fish-Eagle Dam May 2019      Fish-Eagle Dam June 2020  

 

 

Felling and pruning of fever trees 

An assessment of the fever trees growing between the HWE entrance gate and the 

R40 revealed signs of potential road and building damage due to their aggressive 

horizontal root systems. As a result, two of these trees were felled next to the Rock 

Fig Centre and replaced with Cape Ash trees, which have root systems that are much 

less aggressive. Many of the other trees were also pruned at the same time. 
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Cape Ash tree planted next to Rock Fig Centre.                             Pruned fever trees outside HWE.  

 

 

Other projects 

New storm water drains were constructed in December 2019 and January 2020 after 

the estate experienced extreme flooding. 

 

 

                                           New storm water drains.  

 

A new curb was built in the commercial area near the gym and storage units and the 

bridges over the drainage line along the single-track have all gotten a face-lift recently. 
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        New curb in commercial area.          Upgrade to bridges on the single-track.

  

 

 

Projects in the Pipeline 

 

Many projects, including road maintenance, building of V-drains and the restoration of 

the oldest wetland, have been put on hold for the time being due to financial 

constraints brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic. As soon as things return to 

normal, these will commence again.  

 

 

A new underground hide at Hamerkop Dam 

We are considering building a simple, but unique bunker-style photographic hide on 

the north-western tip of Hamerkop Dam. Since the sand has heaped up considerably 

over the years, blocking the outflow of the dam, we are proposing that a lot of it is 

repositioned during the necessary process of opening up the outflow, forming a new 

sandy bank where the animals would have to face north when they drink. This creates 

the exciting opportunity to build a south-facing semi-underground hide that is great for 

photography right throughout the dry season, with good morning and afternoon light 

on the drinking spot. 
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 Current shape of Hamerkop Dam’s western tip.           Proposed new sand bank and position of hide.

  

 

 

Aerial view of proposed hide (in red) and new sand extended sand bank and opened outflow at 

Hamerkop Dam. 

 

The aim with this hide would be to: 

• make it wheelchair friendly. 

• create it with animal and bird photography in mind. 

• position it far enough from the edge not to get flooded regularly; and 

• build a short ‘latte’ walkway to its entrance to avoid spooking animals when you 

approach. 
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The vegetation around the existing hide at Hamerkop Dam will be cleared to improve 

visibility and the two other hides at Fish-Eagle Dam and Heron Dam respectively, will 

be moved to improve birdwatching and game viewing opportunities. 

 

This project is still in the planning phase and we would love any feedback and/or 

suggestions from homeowners. 

 

 

 

In this Edition 

Photos and Text by Jackie During 

 

Birding is the new black 

Those “in the know” say it is time to trade in your little black dress, or in the guy’s case, the 

go-to black trousers, for a pair of bino’s and a bird field guide. Birding, apparently, was the 

fashionable new hobby during the global lockdown and here on HWE many of us birders 

maintained our sanity by birding in our gardens.  

 

WEB members (the Wildlife Estate Birding club) participated in a fun national, as well as an 

estate, contest counting the number of different bird species seen during lockdown (thank 

you Tom Vorster for alerting us to the contest). Thankfully, the estate has a wonderful variety 

of bird species, including many which pass through/over the estate which kept us all busy 

observing and counting. 

 

This time of year, Heron Dam is particularly good for storks, such as Yellow-Billed, Woolly-

necked and Black Storks as well as African Spoonbill, who fish in the receding waters and 

mud. If you would like to spot these birds at the dam, make sure to approach it quietly and 

carefully, preferably not on foot, as they easily scare off. 
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African Spoonbill at Hamerkop Dam                                                  Yellow-billed Stork at Heron Dam 

 

         

Black Stork at Heron Dam                                                                        Woolly-necked Stork at Heron Dam 

Flowering aloes in the garden are also a huge winter attraction for sunbirds, such as White-

bellied and Marico Sunbirds, and this year many of our gardens have been visited by the 

stunning Scarlet-chested Sunbird. 

          

Marico Sunbird in garden                     Scarlet-chested Sunbird in garden                White-bellied Sunbird in garden 
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Fish Eagle Dam often has a Fish Eagle perched in the surrounding trees and it is also a 

good spot to keep an eye in the sky for circling vultures. 

               African Fish Eagle at Fish Eagle Dam                                Breeding pair of White-backed Vulture                     

 

For those of you who would like to take up birding as a hobby, you have the perfect 

environment in the estate as the varied ecosystems attract all sorts of species, from 

grassland, to woodland to savanna and wetland species.  

    

                           Black Crake                    Black-headed Oriole       Red-crested Korhaan               Dusky Lark 

 

The estate also has a pair of nesting White-backed Vultures and it is such a treat to spot the 

young bird in the nest. Cape Vulture can also be spotted circling over the estate at times, 

which is a super sighting. 

 

So, grab your bino’s and your filed guide and get birding. You can log your sightings into 

BirdLasser App (download it to your mobile phone) where you can keep track of your bird 

count and see the count and species lists of the other birders on the estate. If you would like 

to be added to the HWE BirdLasser Challenge 2020, contact Ian Owtram on 083 286 8281 

and if you would like to join the WEB Club, email jackie.during@gmail.com 

 

Happy Birding!  
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Homeowner Letters 

 

Whether you have lived here since the start or moved here recently, we would love to 

hear from you. Please send your letters via e-mail to Jackie During at 

jackie.during@gmail.com. Whether it’s about an amazing sighting you had on the 

greenbelt, a friendly gesture by one of you neighbours, or your initial thoughts after 

moving here from the big city – we’d love to hear your positive stories and plan to 

publish two or three in each issue. 

 

 

 

Upcoming Events 

 

Due to Covid-19, most of HWE’s events have been postponed, including the Lowveld 

Trail Running Estate Series and the AGM. Once new dates for upcoming events have 

been scheduled, we will update you via the My Estate Life app and the notice board 

at the main entrance gate.  

 

 

Important Contact Numbers 

 

HWE office: 015 793 1188 / 015 793 1609 

General Manager (Nic Naylor): 083 320 9831 

Financial Manager (Nita Scholtz): 073 630 3800 

Security Control Room: 065 807 0888 

Snake Removal: Damien Ellett: 082 401 8757 

                   Ian Owtram: 083 286 8281 

                   Tim Baynham: 073 934 6156 

                   Reptile Park: 015 795 5203 / 082 299 3981 

 

mailto:jackie.during@gmail.com
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Sightings Gallery 
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If you would like to contribute to the Sightings Gallery, please email your photo submissions 
to jackie.during@gmail.com 

mailto:jackie.during@gmail.com

