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Otters!  Yes – ‘Our’ reserve provides habitat to two species of these elusive 

yet fascinating mammals.  Generally very shy animals, they will keep their 

distance from areas with frequent human disturbance.  Unfortunately, their 

populations are in decline throughout their range, predominantly due to habitat 

loss, as well as degradation of freshwater ecosystems due to the introduction of 

invasive alien species and ever-increasing pollution. 

The African (or Cape-) Clawless Otter (Aonyx capensis) and Spotted-necked Otter 

(Hydrictis maculicollis) both feed primarily on aquatic species such as fish, frogs 

and crabs, as well as some insects.  They can co-exist in the same geographical 

area due to their different hunting techniques and preferences of food.  Larger 

prey is brought to shore to be eaten.  For smaller prey, however, otters will swim 

on their backs whilst munching on their catch held out of the water with their 

front feet. 

The African Clawless Otter is the third-largest otter species, reaching lengths 

between 115 and 160 cm, of which the tail can be up to 60 cm long.  It can weigh 

between 10 and 20 kg.  This species can further be visually distinguished by its 

much lighter, whitish fur on the upper lips, the sides of the face, neck, throat and 

belly, whilst the remainder of the fur is dark brown.   
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Only the hind feet are partially webbed and have small 

grooming claws, but the forefeet are clawless, 

unwebbed and very nimble – enabling it to grip slippery 

prey. 

The African Clawless Otter prefers to stay in areas with 

dense reeds – which is also where its favourite food – 

crabs - and small fish are most abundant.  It is most 

active during the periods of dawn and dusk, feeding 

predominantly on crabs in shallow water up to 1.5 m 

deep.  It can detect its prey by touch thanks to its long 

and highly sensitive whiskers on its cheeks, brows and 

chin, which also enables it to tolerate more turbid 

waters to find its prey.  

Females may begin reproducing once they have reached 

one year of age, and can have pups once a year – usually 

between 1 and 3, appearing during the dry season.  In 

the wild, African Clawless Otters may reach ages of 10 

to 14 years. 

The Spotted-Necked Otter is the third-smallest otter, 

and a relatively slender animal.  Total length rarely 

exceeds 115 cm – with the tail up to 40 cm, and its 

weight is usually between 3 and 6 kg.  Its fur colour 

ranges from a reddish-  to a chocolate brown, with very 

variable brown and white spotting on the throat and 

belly to almost no spots.  The feet have strongly webbed 

toes and prominent claws.  Its whiskers are also much 

shorter, as it relies on sight to hunt predominantly fish 

in clear, deeper and flowing waters.  This is why the 

Spotted-Necked Otter is disappearing rapidly from 

polluted waters, where it cannot see its prey.  Activity 

patterns are variable – observers recorded most activity 

during the morning up to 9 am and again later afternoon 

to 9 pm.  However, variable activity throughout the day 

is also common in areas with low human presence.  

Around full moon, nocturnal activity may also increase.  

Apart from clear water, this species prefers habitats 

with rocky boulders or densely vegetated shorelines 

where it can rest in sheltered crevices or between roots, 

and will not venture far from the water’s edge. 

The Spotted-Necked Otter is known to be very playful, 

and has been seen playing with other otters and alone.  

It will move around solitary or in groups, depending on 

the abundance of food.  Larger groups usually comprise 

of males, whilst females with pups will hide from males 

and only group with other females. 

Females will only be able to bear young from two years 

of age.  Pups usually arrive in spring, and may stay with 

the mother for at least one year, often longer.   In 

general, the Spotted-Necked Otter may reach an age of 

8 years. 

 

 

Did you know? 

 Worldwide, there are only 13 Otter species, of 

which four occur in Africa. 

 Internationally, both African Clawless and 

Spotted-Necked Otter are classified as Near-

Threatened.  In South Africa, however, the 

Spotted-necked Otter is classified as Vulnerable 

due to the polluted state of the majority of our 

rivers and wetlands. 

 Otters have two distinct layers of fur: the outer 

layer of guard hairs can be 2 to 4 cm long.  

Underneath is an incredibly dense, short fur that 

traps air for thermo-insulation. 
Photo by Jannie Broos  
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Photo by Johan van der Walt  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grasslands as they originally evolved: 

Historically, indigenous ungulates moved seasonally 

along rainfall gradients, which resulted short-term 

intensive - and thus less selective - grazing before moving 

on.  Scientists believe that there was probably was no 

grazing by indigenous game in local grasslands during the 

dry winter months. 

Grassland plants – of which only one in six species is a 

grass – are adapted to high levels of light.  Grassland 

forbs and grasses are negatively affected by shading from 

bigger species (including alien invasive species).  

Apart from grazing, the only other significant periodic 

disturbance to grasslands was fire.  Research suggests 

that the natural fire frequency in local grasslands would 

have been only every 4 years or more.  Fire would be 

ignited by lightning during the first thunderstorms of the 

rainy seasons.  And grass would have had the chance to 

regrow to a substantial sward at the onset of the rains 

before grazing ungulates returned to them.   

All that has changed with the arrival of man and livestock, 

fencing, cities and fragmentation of our rangelands.  To 

compensate for some of that, livestock farmers divide 

their land into camps to maintain a rotational system of 

grazing, combined with fire management.  

Using fire as a management tool in Rietvlei 

The reserve, in terms of natural wildlife requirements, is 

not very large, and in it rotational grazing cannot be 

implemented by creating camps.  On top of that, 

different ungulates prefer different grass species, 

resulting in selective grazing.  This decimates the 

palatable species, allowing unpalatable ‘sour’ grasses 

and undesirable woody plants to become dominant.   

Any grass, if left unburnt or not grazed, can quickly 

become moribund (poor condition leading to death), 

with dense mats of dead material building up that reduce 

the vigour of the plants by shading not only their own 

new leaf shoots and seedlings, but also those of other 

more desirable grasses and forbs.  Of course, over time 

this leads to not only poor grazing capacity – making 

winters particularly hard for large animals on Rietvlei. 

Management objectives of annual burns: 

 Reducing the abundance of less palatable grasses to 

give light and space for desirable grasses and forbs to 

grow 

 Where possible, reduce the cover of undesirable 

invasive shrubs 
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 Burning blocks are selected in such a way that 

they are scattered around the reserve.  As 

grazers cannot be kept off the newly emerging 

grass long enough after a fire, it is hoped that by 

spreading out these new shoots, the collective 

grazing pressure on new growth will be less 

 By removing heavy fuel loads of dry 

accumulated plant material, the heat and 

intensity of natural (lightning-induced) and 

accidental fires (please never throw a cigarette 

butt out of your window!) can be reduced 

Challenges with Fires: 

 Ideally, burns should be followed by good rains.  

So far, however, not even the best science has 

been able to accurately predict rainfall. 

 Natural fires usually occur under high wind 

conditions, resulting in fast but cooler fires.  The 

risk of such fire ‘jumping’ to wider areas is too 

high, despite fire-breaks being made long in 

advance.  This is why fires are rather lit 

during wind-still evenings, when they can be 

better controlled.  Unfortunately this also 

makes the fires hotter and results in them 

burning grasses lower to the ground, 

potentially damaging some of the growing 

tips. 

 Despite the Reserve Management 

issuing ample warnings ahead of all 

controlled burns, these are still ignored by 

some, putting themselves as well as others 

in danger. 

 

 

Photo by Jannie Broos  

DO’s and DONT’s in case of Fire on Rietvlei 

 If it is a controlled burn, DO keep a safe distance from the 

fire and in no way obstruct any track or road in close 

proximity to the fire. 

 In case of an accidental fire, DO inform management as soon 

as possible and leave the area.  DO keep calm and use your 

head.  DO NOT first jump onto social media and try to take 

photos – you are putting yourself in danger. 

 Nobody but management is allowed to anyway, but NEVER 

leave the road or your car other than going to hides and 

picnic areas. 

 Should you be willing and able to assist as back-up team – 

meaning that you have had the necessary training in fire 

management – DO introduce yourself prior to the fire 

season to Reserve Management.  They will be happy to take 

your details and call on you if they need you. 

Photos by Johan van der Walt  

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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Driving and hiking through the reserve, several places 

with graves and old fruit orchards can be observed – 

silent reminders of the cultural heritage of the Reserve. 

According to several publications available online and in 

the archives, the first Bantu People came to the greater 

Pretoria Area between 1600 and 1700 A.D.  These groups 

had a building tradition consisting of large complexes of 

round huts with conical roofs.  Up to date no such 

remnants have been identified within the reserve.  If the 

water resources of Rietvlei were known at that time, they 

may have been avoided due to the presence of the 

extensive bog-like peatlands, which may have posed 

treacherous to cattle and man at the time.  Around 1827, 

during the ‘Difaquane’, most inhabitants fled the Pretoria 

area when King Mzilikazi invaded it.  Mzilikazi again was 

driven out to Zimbabwe by Chief Dingane.  Traders and 

missionaries found area rather sparsely populated 

around the mid 1830’s, due to past tribal battles. 

Various groups resettled in the area, including members 

of the first Voortrekker group under leadership of 

(Andries) Hendrik Potgieter, who had left the Cape 

Colony around 1834 and moved through this area around 

1836.  Part of this group of Voortrekkers were the family 

of Daniel Jacobus ‘Swartkoppies’ Erasmus, wife Cornelia 

Susanna and their 10 children.  Daniel Elardus Erasmus, 

their eldest son, marked out the farm Doornkloof around 

the present day Irene in 1841.  At the same time, the 

widow Susanna Margaretha Jacobs, who had been 

married to one of the Erasmus brothers, took ownership 

of the farm Rietvallei and Johannes Elardus Erasmus 

settled on the farm Witkoppies. 

Michiel Christiaan Elardus Erasmus, eldest son of 

Swartkoppies Erasmus of Doornkloof, took over the farm 

Rietvallei, where he and his wife, Anna (née Opperman) 

raised six children.  Another great trek, initiated in 1892 

by ‘Groot Tom’ Moodie, passed through Rietvlei on their 

quest to settle in Zimbabwe.  One of the Moodie 

daughters, Johanna, remained on Rietvallei where she 

married Michiel’s son Daniel Elardus Erasmus.  Daniel 

and Johanna employed teacher A. Harrison to educate 

the children on Rietvlei.   

The ‘Coffee 

Shop’ was 

the old 

farmhouse, 

which was 

restored in 

the late 

1980s. 

 

After the death of Groot Tom Moodie in Zimbabwe, his 

wife Cecilia, accompanied by her son Thomas Dreyer 

Moodie, returned to Rietvallei.  In 1896 Thomas Moodie 

Jr married Susara M. Erasmus, sister of Daniel E. Erasmus, 

and moved on to Springs.  Cecilia remained with the 

Erasmus family on Rietvallei until her passing in 1905.  

She lies buried close to Michiel Erasmus (†1895).  The 

graveyard can be accessed via a short track deviating off 

South Road, west of Hartebees Road. 

On a ridge above the Coffee Shop is a stone rampant 

where the British forces had installed a field gun during 

the occupation of Pretoria during the Anglo Boer War, as 

well as the foundation of a zinc blockhouse dating from 

the same period. 

Between 1908 and 1929 Rietvallei was subdivided into 

several portions, of which one portion belonged to Jacob 

Willem van Reenen (†1916), who is buried in a lone grave 

on a ridge above Finfoot Hide and Panorama Viewpoint. 

Pretoria’s need by the 1920’s for additional sources of 

water, led the government to focus on the wetlands, 

springs and rivers of Rietvallei.  The proposed new dam 

Left:  Daniel 
Erasmus and 
Johanna 
Moodie with 
siblings on 
their wedding 
day. 



Website: http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/friendsofrietvlei/  

 
 

 
 
  
 6 

and water scheme would cost an 

estimated £ 584 000.  Approved 

by Parliament in 1929, all farm 

portions were acquired by the City 

Council of Pretoria. 

The building of Rietvlei Dam, 

which coincided with the Great 

Depression, was the saving grace 

for many destitute South Africans 

willing to do any work just to 

survive.  During those years, 

workers of all races were only too 

grateful to receive four shillings a 

day for hard manual labour on the 

dam and surrounding 

infrastructure.  Some of these 

workers died during construction 

due to hardships of the Depression, and their graves are 

perched on a low ridge south of Coot’s Corner.   

Above:  The extended Erasmus and Moodie family in front of 

the Rietvallei Farmhouse circa 1900. 

 

Throughout the year, the Friends of Rietvlei host various fund-raising events, as well as rent out 

Jakkalsgat, as without funds we would not be able to do all the maintenance around the Reserve. 

‘Jakkalsgat’ or Jackal’s Den, maintained and upgraded by 

the Friends of Rietvlei, has again been very popular with 

members.  Recently the plains around the den have been 

burnt, and the newly emerging grass is drawing a lot of 

game into the area.  Be sure to book your slot there as 

soon as possible – weekends or weekdays. 

The cottage is self-catering, and you need to bring your 

own cutlery, pots and pans, food, drinks, cooler bag 

(there is no fridge), bedding, braai accessories and all 

cleaning supplies.  Always remember to bring an insect 

repellent.  

Accommodation here is exclusive to Friends of Rietvlei 

members.   

 

Bookings are prioritised for members participating in 

working sessions – those participating in at least 5 

working-sessions per year may receive vouchers for 

staying a night for free. 

Costs 2018: 

 R150.00 per person per night  

 R60.00 per child per night (children under 12 

stay free)  

Vacate and return keys before 16:00 on the last day.   

 

Bookings at:  

Email:  jakkalsgat@friendsofrietvlei.org 

 

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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The two winter hikes held by the Friends of Rietvlei 

started early afternoon, giving hikers a chance to 

experience the Reserve as animals gather during 

the late afternoon, and watching the sun set.  This 

seemed a popular option for winter, when early 

mornings can be bitterly cold.  Some of the hikers 

were even lucky enough to see some hippo leaving 

the water to graze near Otter-Bridge just before 

dark.  And bushpigs!  A big thank you to all guides 

as well as those coming to hike – funds raised were 

used for much-needed maintenance of thatch-roofs 

throughout the reserve. 

Keep an eye on our Facebook page for these 

events and make sure to book you place early, 

as places fill up very fast.  

Bookings open a month in advance and can be done at: 

Email:  hike@friendsofrietvlei.org 

 

A ‘Blood Moon Lunar Eclipse’ could be 

observed in South Africa on the night of 

Friday, 27 July.  Officially, it would be the 

longest one seen in South Africa for over 100 

years.  Such a near-four-hour epic isn’t likely 

to come our way again until 2123. 

 

 

Despite the crisp winter air, many 

responded to the invite to watch 

the moon make its way past the 

shadow cast by Earth as it moved 

between moon and sun.  This went 

on to shroud the moon in darkness, 

changing its appearance from a 

bright white glow to a gloomy 

shade of red.  Where better to 

watch it locally than from Rietvlei 

Reserve, where light pollution is a 

bit less? 

Photo by Eric Hitge  

Photo by Ludwig Döhne  

Photos and compilation by Rob Aspeling Photos and compilation by Rob Aspeling  

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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Rhino 

During the winter months, the mostly 

dormant state of grazing at Rietvlei 

Nature Reserve does not yield enough 

nutrients for larger ungulates such as 

Rhino and Buffalo.  Through generous 

sponsorships, the Friends of Rietvlei 

have been able to contribute Lucerne 

and other feed supplements on a 

monthly basis.  Seems the rhinos 

appreciate that! 

Boma 

The old water tank at the Boma was 

perished and replaced with a new one 

by the ‘Wednesday Workers’. 

Hides and Picnic Areas 

Maintenance such as brush cutting around hides, 

treating wood and replacing wooden planks was done as 

and where needed.   

Old dead invasive trees at Marais Dam were cut up to 

use as fire-wood.  Prior to the Moon Eclipse, some of our 

dedicated members spent almost all of Friday to ensure 

that there was enough wood to keep all warm during the 

night. 

Currently, the Wednesday Group is busy adapting Coot’s 

Corner to be wheelchair-friendly. 

 

Thatch Roofs  

Many of the thatch roofs on hides and ablution blocks 

were repaired, patched and where necessary 

reinforced with wire mesh. 

Jakkalsgat 

With the help of kind sponsors and members we 

managed to beef up the security of our containers.  We 

also re-fenced the young trees outside the den as the 

Eland seem to love browsing them too much.  The fire-

break around the den was regularly maintained as the 

area around Jakkalsden was on the annual burning 

program this year. 

If you are interested in jo ining the Wednesday 

Group or Saturday working sessions to assist 

with maintenance, upgrades or other work,  or 

want to contribute through sponsorship please 

get in touch with us at r ietvlei@mailbox.co .za 

for further detai ls.  

Every work session, Wednesdays or Saturdays,  

is open to al l  members.  For those attending, 

entry to the Reserve is free for the day  and 

not deducted from you annual admission .   

Photo by Kobus Engelbrecht  

Photo by Marianne Strohbach  

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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Going, going and GONE! 

 

During the winter work sessions we worked 

to chop off a large patch of Spanish Reed 

east of Hartebees Road.  Sure it will grow 

again, but now that all old protective 

growth is gone (and a fire did the rest), the 

young emerging shoots can be treated in 

the coming months with a suitable 

herbicide.  Herbicide can only be absorbed 

by actively growing shoots, preferably less 

than 50 cm high. 

A Big Thank-you to all those who have 

helped tirelessly – we hope to see you 

again soon! 

 

Alien Invasives 

A full survey of woody and succulent 

invasive plants was conducted over the 

course of one week, covering the 

entire Reserve.  This involved 

recording the GPS position as well as 

approximate density and size of 

patches of alien invasive plants. 

The survey yielded a few additional 

species present within the reserve of 

which we were not previously aware. 

 

All of our activities are made possible by the active support of the members, and generous financial, material and 

moral support of our sponsors – private individuals as well as all others.  Thank you! 

If you would like to financially or otherwise support our work, please follow the donation link on our 

website.  Alternatively, please take part in our fundraising events such as hikes, which area organised 

periodically.  Watch our notices and our face-book page. 

We look forward to the continued involvement of all.  Our goal is to add value and promote the reserve and its 

conservation aims for the good of both man and nature.  

Photos by Marianne Strohbach  

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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https://www.thesuccessacademy.co.za/ 

http://www.klofies.co.za/ 

http://www.digibit.co.za 

http://www.whpsschool.com 

http://www.apollobrick.com 

https://www.hilti.co.za 

http://southdownscollege.co.za 

https://atlasware.co.za/ 

http://www.envirochainsaws.co.za/ 

http://containerss.co.za/ 

https://brother.co.za/ 

 

BECOME A MEMBER 

GO TO MEMBERSHIP FORM 

 

 
 

Content & Editor:  Marianne Strohbach 

Contributors: Ludwig Döhne  

Photos by members as indicated  

 

Friends of Rietvlei committee members and their 

portfolios are listed below.  Please contact us as 

indicated with any questions, comments or 

suggestions.  

 

Chairman: 

Kobus Engelbrecht (kobus@cprovino.com) 

Secretary  & Administration: 

Karin Oxley (rietvlei@mailbox.co.za) 

Treasurer:   

Mieke Strydom 

Hike Bookings & Angling Area:   

Davie Malan (hike@friendsofrietvlei.org) 

Website & Social Media:   

Robbie Aspeling (robbie@friendsofrietvlei.org) 

 

Jakkalsgat Bookings: 

 Vicki Street (jakkalsgat@friendsofrietvlei.org) 

Maintenance & Upgrades: 

 James Drowley 

Tienus Koch 

Vice-Chair, Invasive Species Control & 
Newsletter: 

                     Marianne Strohbach 

Any questions or special photos? 

We would like to hear from you – questions, any interesting 

observations, and photos for inclusion in the future newsletters. 

Please send to:  Email: rietvlei@mailbox.co.za 

All photos are fully acknowledged. 

 Container Security Systems cc 

ATLASWARE 
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