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In 2015 Disabled Access Day began as a day to celebrate good access to 

community members with disabilities. The day is about highlighting the 

fantastic access that already exists in places, such as touch tours, relaxed 

performances, sensory experiences, level access and also create a challenge 

that more is done towards making places more accessible to all people.  This 

challenge was taken up by the Friends of Rietvlei three years ago, as a warm 

welcome to our disabled visitors wishing to enjoy the Reserve. 

The Wednesday Group, with the help of donations by sponsors, decided to 

take this on by first upgrading the installed eco-toilets that we had had built 

previously, to make them more user friendly for our disabled visitors. In the 

beginning we installed stainless steel grab handles and paved areas in the 

parking spaces to make alighting from vehicles a little safer and easier. This 

early beginning received a good response from members of the public.  This 

encouraged us to continue the upgrades so we moved on to tackle the bird 

hides.  

Not so straightforward:   Finfoot, which is our newest hide, was to be the 

first hide to be converted. We had do some research into recommendations 

for the viewing sill height and also turning and moving space as well as the 

slope of any ramps for wheelchairs. As the sill at Finfoot was too high we built 

a raised floor with an approach ramp on the left hand side of the hide. We 

had the changes tested to make sure we were on the right track and we – 

and its intended users - were satisfied with the outcome. 

11  May ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

18  May ,  14 :00  H ike  /  S tap  

8  Jun ,  14 :00  Commi t tee  Meet ing  /  
Komi teeve rgader ing   

22  Jun ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

13  Ju l ,  14 :00  H ike  /  S tap  

20  Ju l ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

3  Aug ,  14 :00  Commi t tee  Meet ing  /  
Komi teeve rgader ing   

17  Aug ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

9  Sep ,  14 :00   H ike  /  S tap  

14  Sep ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

5  Oct ,  8 :00  Commi t tee  Meet ing  /  
Komi teeve rgader ing   

19  Oct ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

16  Nov ,  8 :00  Work  Sess ion  /  
Werk  Sess ie  

23  Nov ,  7 :00  H ike  /  S tap  

7  Dec ,  14 :00  Commi t tee  Meet ing  /  
Komi teeve rgader ing   

7  Dec ,  16 :00  Year-End Func t ion   
Jaar-E ind  Funks ie  
Br ing-and-Braa i  

  

Wednesdays  
(excep t  
pub l ic  
ho l idays )  
Woensdae  
(beha lwe 
openbare  
vakans iedae)   

9h00  –  12h00  
Genera l  
ma in tenance wo rks  /  
A lgemene 
ins tanhoud ingswe rke  

 Dates 
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Our second project was reworking the Panorama 

View Hide; once again the sill height was the 

stumbling block. We started the modifications on a 

Saturday work session, as we needed a number of 

extra people to tackle the job. Step one was to 

remove the cladding on about a third of the front 

and left hand side. Extra poles had to be installed 

to accommodate the new sills, which were much 

lower than the original, all of the cladding planks 

that were previously removed were hand sawn to 

the correct size and reinstalled.  

At Panorama a lot of the work had to be performed 

using a long ladder, one of our friends putting the 

finishing touches to the front had an unfortunate 

mishap and ended up with a broken arm, ‘one of our 

unsung heroes’ – not that it deterred him from 

returning for future work-sessions – reflecting the 

great spirit present at the Friends of Rietvlei. 

The third in line for the treatment was Island View, 

one of our oldest hides. This hide conversion proved 

to be a major undertaking. The entire front and left 

side of the hide had to be removed and reworked,  

but the alterations increased the usable floor space 

by a considerable amount. New poles were installed 

to accommodate the changes and the cladding was 

refitted. A good deal of the work was performed 

from the maintenance scaffolding on the outside of 

the hide, which was put up the previous year.  As a 

result quite a few screws and a couple of our tools 

now lie in the bottom of the dam. Fortunately none 

of our “friends” took an unwanted swim. At a later 

session we rearranged the seating and installed 

stainless steel guide rails along the walkway to 

prevent possible mishap from a wheel slipping over 

the edge. As with the previous two conversions the 

final touch was the fitting of the wheelchair signs. 

The fourth project – Coots Corner, was delayed due 

to the cost of the 

necessary materials 

exceeding our 

donations at the 

time.  This was 

solved when Brother 

International South 

Africa stepped in, 

sponsoring us 

generously for the 

maintenance and upgrade of this hide.   

This hide is also partially over water – but we had 

learnt from Island View.  Step one was to construct a 

maintenance scaffold on the exterior of the hide, this 

was accomplished by the Wednesday Group over 

several weeks. At the next work session we removed 

the entire front of the hide (we wore safety harnesses 

to avoid going for a high dive into the dam) this gave 

us the additional space we needed to accommodate 

wheelchairs. 

The entire front of the hide was modified with the 

right-hand side lowered for our handicapped 
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visitors. At a later work session we installed guide 

rails along the walk way for the safety of our 

wheelchair visitors and fitted the signs. 

All of these activities were made possible by the 

hard work of volunteers during our work sessions 

and the and support we received from our 

sponsors. Unfortunately we cannot adapt all hides 

in the reserve for wheelchairs, as access to some of 

them is too steep to be safe.  However, in our strive 

to continuously improve facilities, viable 

suggestions are always welcome. 

 

 

 

Asked what people think when they hear the term 

‘conservation’ the most common response is to ‘ensure 

wild animals’ do not die out.  However, conservation is 

about much more than just wild animals:  Conservation 

means an ethical use of natural resources, and the 

protection of such resources with a primary focus of 

maintaining the health of the natural world.  The basis 

of the latter, apart from water, is vegetation. 

Unique Plant Species: 

Rietvlei Highveld Grassland, which is what the 

vegetation here collectively is referred to, provides 

habitat to over 800 indigenous plant species.  The high 

diversity of plants consists mainly of low forbs that grow 

from a woody rootstock or underground storage organs 

after the first rains.  Different habitats also provide a 

variety of niches in which specially adapted plants can 

persist without being out-competed by grasses.  Of 

these species, 61 are protected and 12 are threatened 

species.  The largest threat to these within the reserve 

at the moment is the unrelenting spread of alien 

invasive species.  The Rietvlei Nature Reserve is host to 

healthy populations of up to 20 orchid species, 

including: 

Habenaria kraenzliniana, which is considered Near-

Threatened, growing to about 30 cm tall.  It’s small 

white flowers come with long filaments unique to this 

species.   

Orthochilus welwitschii is common in Rietvlei, and can 

reach a height of 90 cm. 

Habenaria epipactidea can grow up to 55 cm tall.  The 

tubers are a very popular food, commonly gathered 

Habenaria kraenzliniana 
Photo:  Judd K. Welwitch 

Orthochilus welwitschii Habenaria epipactidea 
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from the wild and sold in local markets.  The plant is 

becoming increasingly rare due to over collecting in the 

wild. 

Cussonia paniculata (Cabbage Tree, 

Kiepersol) is a host to the emperor moth 

larvae and the flowers are insect 

pollinated which also attracts birds.  In 

the past, its wood was used to make 

brake-blocks for wagons.  The thick root 

can be peeled and eaten raw as food or as 

a source of water.  These iconic trees are 

rare in Rietvlei, and known to be very 

hardy. 

 

Protea welwitschii  (Cluster-

head Sugarbush) forms a 

shrub that can grow up to 

1.5m.  In the reserve, it can 

be found on some of the 

higher outcrops. It is adapted 

to the more-frequent fire 

regime of the Grasslands and 

Savannas by being able to 

resprout from an 

underground bole if the 

above-ground plant gets 

destroyed by a fire.   

 

Vegetation of Rietvlei in General: 

Attempts to classify the vegetation of South Africa  

started in the 1930’s.  This is done by recording all plant 

species and their cover in a specified sampling area, and 

then comparing and grouping these samples according 

to similarity.  With approximately 26,000 known plant 

species in South Africa, not an easy task! 

 The biggest contribution to the classification of our 

vegetation was from John Acocks, who recorded 

3300 samples all over South Africa, starting in 1935.  

He classified Rietvlei 1953 as part of the 

Bankenveld. 

 Low and Rebelo published the first major revision of 

the Vegetation Types in 1996, and classified Rietvlei 

as covered mostly by Rocky 

Highveld Grassland, and the 

eastern periphery as Moist Cool 

Highveld Grassland. 

 With the advance of satellite 

imagery combined with a 

collective database of over 

47,000 field samples recorded by 

many botanists, the most recent 

revision of Vegetation Types was 

published by Mucina and 

Rutherford in 2006, with the 

delineation of the vegetation 

updated 2018.  The current 

accepted description of the 

vegetation of Rietvlei Nature 

Reserve is thus Rand 

Highveld Grassland. 

 By 2011, the threat 

status of vegetation types in 

South Africa was 

determined, and a list of 

Threatened Vegetation 

Types was gazetted under 

the National Biodiversity Act.  

According to this, Rand 

Highveld Grassland is considered Vulnerable.  

However, a section of this Grassland with a 

remarkably high and unique diversity of plant 

species was considered of much higher 

conservation value – with a significant proportion of 

it within the Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  Accordingly, 

this section of Rand Highveld Grassland was named 

Rietvlei Highveld Grassland, and it is considered 

Critically Rare. 

 Information and maps can be retrieved from 

http://bgis.sanbi.org/ 

. 

 

Cussonia paniculata 

Protea welwitschii 
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After many years of hard work as the Friends of 

Rietvlei Nature Reserve Chairperson, Kobus 

Engelbrecht, stepped down as chairman at the AGM 

earlier this year. 

Through the tireless work of Kobus and his knack of 

pulling strings and convincing grin (is it that?), the 

Friends Group managed to obtain several 

sponsorships.  These range from schools, wonderful 

individuals, youth groups and small to large 

businesses.  We are grateful to all for their continued 

support. 

We wish to thank Kobus for all his input, and are 

grateful that he is still our official sponsor liaison 

officer and continues to help with fundraising. 

Our incoming chairperson is James Drowley, whom 

many know as the one patiently and creatively  

attending to all the maintenance issues on the 

reserve.  Of course - assisted by a team of interesting 

and knowledgeable folks on Wednesdays – and even 

more of such folks during work-sessions.   A big 

Thank-You to James as well for being willing to take 

over this (sometimes) daunting task. 

Wondered about where your annual membership fees 

are put, as well as the special value that our sponsors 

contribute?   

The Friends of Rietvlei was set up as a non-profit 

organisation in 1995, under the Chairmanship of Roger 

Brown to assist conservation efforts at Rietvlei Reserve. 

Since the outset this organisation has been driven by the 

enthusiasm of its members. It started off small, as most 

things do, and today it is one of the largest Friends 

groups in the country with over 450 members. The 

reserve itself was established in 1937; the area having 

previously been acquired by the City Council of Pretoria 

in 1929 to secure a sustainable water supply for the 

growing city.  The Rietvlei Dam - built during the Great 

Depression - was completed 1934 and constructed 

mainly using manual labour.  

There was limited game around at that time; the 

Blesbok (part of our logo) were introduced from General 

Jan Smuts’ nearby farm in 1938. Since then other 

species were re-introduced, including Buffalo and 

Rhinos. Since grazing management is difficult and has 

suffered due to the influx of alien invasive plants from 

the urban edge over the years, it has become necessary 

to supplement the grazing during the dry winter 

All Rietvlei Rhinos are dehorned annually  
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months.  Ensuring that especially the Rhino get what 

they need is where a large portion of our sponsored 

funds are being spent every year.  The Cheetah program, 

in which the FOR are marginally involved, required a 

tracking collar, another high cost item we supplied. 

The FOR have, at various times, constructed hides and 

eco-toilets at strategic positions within the reserve area, 

to make the reserve more accessible and convenient for 

visitors. These were not cheap with Finfoot Hide, the last 

hide built, requiring over R200,000. After construction 

ongoing repair and maintenance is required to keep all 

hides in good order.  

Another task of the FOR is assisting with the removal of 

alien and invasive plants. Especially the explosively 

invasive Pompom weed is becoming a major headache. 

In order to systematically eradicate this, herbicides need 

to be used, but the costs are equally daunting:  To treat 

one hectare costs about R1,000 - this in addition to the 

many willing hands who help reducing it. 

Further, in recent years we purchased and donated 

several Bakkie-mounted firefighting units and still assist 

with emergency repairs of these units. We continue to 

support the reserve management with emergency 

funding for the repair and maintenance of items such as 

high voltage fence energisers and odds and ends they 

need from time to time. 

Unfortunately we are unable to insure our own tools 

and equipment and over the past few years both the 

FOR and the City Council have suffered from repeated 

burglaries. It seems whatever measures we take are 

inadequate, last year we suffered a massive loss due to 

theft, and the break in’s continue. 

The FOR do not have any operational expenses in the 

sense of remuneration – all work is done voluntarily. 

Every Rand of income goes directly to adding value on 

the Reserve. We therefore lean very heavily on the 

contributions of members, either by member fees, fund-

raising activities such as hikes, additional sponsoring of 

items, labour and/or financial contributions from 

sponsors.  

In spite of these high operational expenses we have still 

been able to limit membership fees and will continue to 

manage our finances in a responsible and prudent 

manner.  We are also a proud member of WESSA and 

the only community-based organisation recognised by 

the City of Tshwane to raise funds for and work on the 

Rietvlei Nature Reserve, and help co-ordinate the 

involvement of students as well as other NGO’s. 

This year we aim to assist the Reserve in purchasing 

herbicide for the control of hopefully 100 ha of Pompom 

in areas where these weeds have become dominant.  The 

plan is to start treating these plants as they emerge after 

the controlled burns. That way we can treat more plants 

with less herbicide, whilst also having the least impact 

on other biodiversity.    To this end, 50% of all income 

from our hikes is directed towards this cause.  We thus 

encourage all to participate in these hikes, and bring 

friends and family along. 

Anybody else who would like to assist us with raising 

funds for herbicides – we need you.  Please get in contact 

with us, or follow the donation link on our website.  

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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Whilst compiling and revising the species lists for the 

new Rietvlei Management Plans, the students currently 

doing their practical year at the Rietvlei Reserve have 

put together a list of 319 bird species spotted over the 

years in the reserve.  We know that many birders 

regularly come to the reserve to admire the birdlife 

there, and one of these has supplied us with a few 

photos of bird species that we do not see that often up 

close – either they are shy and elusive or fly high in the 

sky. 

One of them is the Striated or Green-backed (Night) 

Heron/Groenrugreier, Butorides striata, a common 

resident that is not often seen due to its secretive nature 

.  These relatively small herons (length 40cm, weight 

215g) are mainly active from dusk to dawn.  They are 

found along aquatic habitats with a densely vegetated 

edge.  Here they feed on a wide-range of mostly water-

related prey such as worms, insects, molluscs, crabs, 

frogs, fish.  It is also quite clever, catching fish by using 

bait such as insects, (even paper and bread), which it 

drops onto the surface of the water to lure the fish to 

the surface.  This species is monogamous, unless its 

mate dies, when it will seek out a new mate.  Their nests 

are shallow platforms constructed of twigs and reeds in 

the branches of trees, bushes or in reeds over water. 

They can breed throughout the year, with a peak 

coinciding with the rainy season. Clutches of 2-5 blue-

green eggs are incubated by both parents for 3-4 weeks. 

The chicks can fly by the time they are about 5 weeks 

old. 

The resident of Rietvlei we usually hear (or sometimes 

eagerly look up into the sky to somebody’s cell phone 

having its distinct call as a ringtone) but not often seen 

close up is the African Fish Eagle/Visarend, Haliaeetus 

vocifer.  The call is so well-known and clear that it is 

often known as 'the voice of Africa'.  But its presence 

also indicates that the water quality is not too bad. 
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The African Fish Eagle is often seen in pairs, even sharing 

their catch of the day. They spend more time perched 

on high trees (one reason the large dead gum-trees in 

the reserve are retained) than flying.  Their main diet is 

fish, mostly caught live with astounding precision. 

Catfish – abundant in the dam - is caught most 

frequently. Larger prey is eaten on the ground next to 

the water.  Fish Eagle are also pirates, stealing prey off 

other birds such as herons, or even prey on smaller 

water birds.   

With a body length of 65 – 75 cm, it can weigh 3.6 kg 

(female), with the male smaller at 2-2.5 kg.  The 

wingspan is between 2 and 2.4 m.  Despite being 

monogamous and mating for life, using the same nest 

for years, the male must win the heart of the female 

each year, and in quite a spectacular fashion. The pair 

meets in mid-air, locks talons and free-falls until they 

separate just above the ground.  

Another interesting resident is the Brown Snake-

Eagle/Bruinslangarend, Circaetus cinereus.  It is usually 

silent, and may only become vocal when carrying a 

snake or during mating displays.  It has a body length of 

71-76 cm, may weigh up to 2 kg and has a wingspan of 

approximately 1.64 m.  It will perch on trees from where 

it hunts, scanning the veld below for prey. When it sees 

a snake, it fearlessly swoops down, seizes the reptile 

behind the head and crushes the spine with its talons 

and beak.  It’s main prey is snakes (useful to have them 

around), but it may also hunt small mammals.   

Brown Snake Eagles nest on top of thorny Acacias or on 

densely foliaged trees. The nest is made with small sticks 

and lined with some green leaves. Birds may return to 

the same tree and rebuild a nest for some years.  Only 

one white egg is laid per year, with the male feeding the 

female as long as she sits on the egg. Hatching may take 

two-and-a-half days, after which both parents feed the 

chick, but they do not spend much of the day near the 

nest. 
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Our hikes, of which at least 5 are being held every year, 

have several aims - the most important being:  

First is to give the public an opportunity to encounter 

nature up close and personal and learn about its 

wonders and also the challenges it faces (due to man).  

Those who have experienced nature close by are usually 

the ones campaigning further for nature - be it Rietvlei, 

anti-poaching activities, or just a more conscientious use 

of natural resources such as water.  If that happens, we 

are succeeding in one of our goals.  

Secondly it is one of our main fundraisers – this year we 

want to raise as much funds as possible to help procure 

enough herbicide to help the reserve management start 

making a dent in the Pompom invasion on the reserve. 

Thirdly - we always try to encourage more people to 

become directly involved with the Friends of Rietvlei.  A 

number of hikers returned to, assist us during work 

sessions, and eventually help us carry on by becoming 

actively participating members. 

Lastly - we hope that all participants of the hikes can use 

the time out there as a little 'me-time'.  Recuperate from 

all the stresses, deadlines and electronics, get 

connected back with mother earth and then hopefully 

join us again , or maybe even help in other ways to 

contribute to our cause - looking after our natural 

heritage.  

See the calendar for our 2019 hike dates or keep an 

eye on our Facebook page for these events.  

Bookings open a month in advance and can be 
done at:  hike@friendsofrietvlei.org 

This is a small thatch cottage with veranda and comfy 

braai area, situated within the Rietvlei Nature Reserve, 

exclusively for the use of Friends of Rietvlei Members.  

The Den is fenced and offers guests uninterrupted views 

of the surrounding veld.  It accommodates 4 people and 

is equipped with a small rustic kitchen, bathroom with 

shower and two bedrooms.  If you like, you can also 

pitch a tent outside… 

You can either pay for its use, or earn a stay by attending 

work-sessions and earning points. 

The cottage is 

self-catering, 

and you need to 

bring your own 

cutlery, pots and 

pans, food, 

drinks, cool bag 

(no fridge, no 

plugs), braai 

accessories, 

bedding etc., 

and all cleaning 

supplies.  Always 

remember to 

bring an insect 

repellent and 

remember you are in the veld, so spiders and small 

critters may be around.  

Bookings will be confirmed after deposit of full amount 

payable is received, or a valid voucher presented.  

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

unless somebody will come in the same day, 

then we will inform you and you would need to 

be out by 10h00.   

Bookings at: 
jakkalsgat@friendsofrietvlei.org

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 will be fully acknowledged. 
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