Waterberg Biosphere
Senior Coordinator:   
Agatha Khunwane



Tel:  +27 11 803 6010



Fax:  +27 11 803 6702



Cell:  +27 84 580 7147



Email:  agatha@theta.org.za
Site Coordinator:

Jacob Mseteka



Tel:  +27 15 291 2854



Fax:  +27 15 291 2871



Cell:  +27 82 979 8717



Email:  jacob@theta.org.za
Biosphere reserves are protected terrestrial and coastal environments of introduction conservation importance. They are unique categories of protected areas combining both conservation and sustainable use of natural resources. Biosphere reserve can be seen as building blocks for Bio-Regional planning and economic development. Biosphere reserves are community driven programmes assisted by government agencies.

A Waterberg Biosphere reserve is situated in Waterberg district of Limpopo Province. Waterberg’s escarpment consists of massive sandstone buttresses, though which sundry passes allow access to the inner, or Palala Plateau.

The massive mountain sweeps in a great curve from just above the town of Thabazimbi, to the North East of Potgietersrus, Northwards to Marken and then West again of Ellisras before returning Southwards to Thabazimbi from East to West it stretches over a distance of some 150 kilometres and cover an area around 14 500 square kilometres, or roughly the size of the Okavanco delta in Northern Botswana.

The four main drainage rivers are Laphalala, Mokolo, Matlaba’ and Mogalakwena. There rivers, together with numerous lesser rivers and streams, constitutes a major water catchment area for the lower Limpopo basin. The importance of maintaining this ecosystem in a healthy condition cannot the underscored, and major efforts are underway to eliminate Alien vegetation that has crept into the mountain since the turn of the century.

The Waterberg is an extremely under populated area in terms of human numbers but has a long history of human occupation and has been inhabited by a succession of people over hundred of thousands of years. The area has largely been devoted to cattle and crop farming. However, during the last fifteen year, land-use practices have changed and today there is a bourgeoning conservation community that is involved in sustainable utilisation of Wildlife, both consumptive non-consumptives. This range from tourism and eco-tourism to hunt ing.

In many respects, its unique attributes are the lack of forestry, mining, industry and attendant pollution. The areas economics base as also indicated in the economic development plan for the Limpopo  Province lies largely within the tourism sector. The advent of conservation-related activities has created a considerable increase in investment and job opportunities.

The Waterberg Nature conservancy which as officially established in April 1990 consists of privately owned game reserves, all adjacent to one another. Private reserves such as Lapalala Wilderness, touchstone game ranch, Kwalata and Keta formed the initial conservancy area. Currently the conservancy has expanded to about 150 000 hectares designated as a buffer zones in the proposed Biosphere reserve.

A very important aspect in the establishment of the Waterberg Biosphere reserve was the formation of partnership among all stakeholders that share the area. The participation of the communities in Bakenberg and Koedoesrand / Rebone enhanced this objectives. They are adjacent to their own tribal reserve, Masebe and the state owned Moepel farms. The development of the Moepel farms. The development of the Moepel farms will enhance the economic value of the area which in turn will not just benefit the rural communities adjacent to these farms, but the whole Bakenberg region 

The Waterberg has been described as South Africa’s best kept tourism secret having remained a largely unknown area for decades. Few other areas within South Africa can compare to the attributes and potential for conservation. Most other areas have constraints of one form or another, such as pollution, forestry, over population and most importantly, size. The Waterberg, however, enjoys close proximity to the Metropolitan area of Gauteng, a lack of Malaria, and excellent infrastructures that will cater for the needs of the discerning tourist.

The challenge to develop this potential has recently been taken up by various role players within the proposed Biosphere reserve area. They range from local and provincial political arena, private land owners, the tourism sector, government departments, as well as traditional leaders and representatives from 26 rural villages. What is of great importance is that there are sufficient numbers of people in the area who recognize the long-term role that a Biosphere can play.

To put Waterberg Biosphere into practice five (5) committees were established that could implement the different facets of the Biosphere project. These committees are:

1.
Resource management – also responsible for research, monitoring and conservation programs.

2.
Development.

3.
Environment education and training.

4.
Tourism and marketing which could also conduct a liaison function with other Biosphere reserves and government department.

5.
A policy and planning committee. These committees would have to  be serviced by an administrative office and be inter-linked through the Waterberg Biosphere reserve management committees.

1.
FIVE CORE AREAS ARE WITHIN WATERBERG BIOSPHERE

MAREKELE NATIONAL PARK

It is situated within the Biosphere which is cover 61 000 hectares in the South Western Part of the Limpopo Province. It is one of the 17 National Parks in South Africa. It is also a big five park which makes the area comparable to other big five areas in the province.

It is a proclaimed National Park under the National Park Act (February 1994). Opportunities currently Marekele NP is 6 000 hectares and in a process of expanding its primary objective is to conserve pristine natural ecosystems for future generations (conserve the biodiversity of the area). Most of Tourism visit the park this is an opportunity for the park to develop appropriate infrastructure.

As there is a lot of research and monitoring program in place which will also assist on understanding the training opportunity for Intac project.

MOKOLO DAM NATURE RESERVE

The Dam is characterised by density wooden mountains and surrounding cliffs. The mountains mainly comprise of sandstone. The reserve plays an important role in providing outdoor recreation, including both land and water orientated activities. It was proclaimed as a provincial nature reserve in Sept 1993. It covers area of 4 600 hectares which includes the dam surface area of 914 hectares.

It promote the sustainable utilization of nature resources fro the direct surrounding communities could benefit. It is also conducting environment education programs for community members.

3.
WONDERKOP NATURE RESERVE


It covers 16 100 hectares. The reserve also adjoins the Glen Alpine Dam which forms 


11 km of the Eastern Boundary of Wonderkop Nature Reserve. It was proclaimed as a provincial nature reserve in June 1994. It also conducts environment education in the areas adjacent to the reserve. It also promotes the sustainable utilization of natural resources from which the surrounding committees could benefit.

4.
MOEPEL FARMS


The Farms form part to the Waterberg Mountain and flows into plains below the escarpment. The area is mostly inaccessible for any kind of vehicles due to its topography. The Moepel farm is currently state owned land put aside for conservation purpose. It is therefore not yet formally protected as a projected area. However, there now exists an opportunity to proclaim this area as a communal nature reserve that is described as a new type of projected area in the province conservation bill. This can be seen as an advantage as the local community can get involved in its development from initial stages. These farms could not previously not be developed into a nature reserve or park due to lack of funds. It is therefore very important to conservation and sustainable tourism project that will benefit the adjacent rural area. It is not suitable for agriculture purpose and farmers currently leasing the land have already suffered significant losses due to the abundance of predators, dry seasons, the sour veld and the presence of poison leaf. It is 28 330 hectares in size. It is adjacent to Masebe nature reserve and could therefore be managed as a unit.

5.
MASEBE NATURE RESERVE

A Tribal resolution was signed in 1984 whereby the local people agreed that Masebe be developed as nature reserve from which the community will benefit economically. It is 4 541 85 hectares in size. It is also conducting courses regarding Rhino monitoring, and tourism related training. It also conduct Rhino monitoring programs which is opportunity for Intac project in use the program as a point of departure in terms of training need analysis.

CHALLENGES IN RELATION WITH THE PROJECT. (INTAC)


-
The development function at the Waterberg Biosphere reserve must be seen in the light of the Socio-economic dynamics in the Waterberg district. Referring to the map at the district on spatial level a clear distinction can be make between the private land owners (dominantly whites) mainly involved with game, cattle and tourism activities.

The unemployment rate in this district is 61%

Black empowerment within the tourism sector has got a long way to go. Fr om the provincial department responsible for tourism this is of the major challenges in the Biosphere.

One realises that land ownership is currently a very important political issue that needs to be addressed.

Other challenges is with the district authorities in how to provide job opportunities (economic growth) 

How to keep the agriculture sector positive in this initiative of Biosphere with the tendency of land use change from agriculture (cattle) to game and tourism certain farmers could feel to be left out. The other agriculture sector is the black farmer’s e.g. cultural and traditional ways need to be respected and kept in mind when dealing with them.

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES

Waterberg district council listed tourism sector on the priority list as no. 2 priority.

Waterberg Biosphere reserve committee are working very hard to expand and develop tourism sector facilities.

It is clear that in the Waterberg Biosphere reserve and the majority 90% at the district that tourism related activities are the economic leg. The other two is agriculture which mainly find within the transition zone and mining mainly sand on the peripheral of the Waterberg Biosphere reserve zonation. But with the land ownership and involve communities never before involved the tourism business is going to take some time. Adequate training (very hand on) and opportunities to gain experience in all sectors included are crucial success of the project.

A process is on its way to identify suitable land which could be transferred to black ownership (individual, trusts or companies) to ensure (be proactive) that our black communities in the Waterberg Biosphere reserve become real owners and participants. The Moepel farms (and Masebe form a substantial 35 000 hectares project this has been referred to in the project. This is therefore on going and but one initiative to address land ownership. 

RECOMMENDATION

To organise as many meetings with stakeholders for Intac project advertisement.

Seminars for private owners, district council, and traditional leader will help to get “buy in” of the project. Establish a relationship of the project with local economic development strategy of the Waterberg district council.

Provide skill development act information to private land owner as most of them expressed the need of capacity around the act.










