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Peatlands, also known as bogs, mires or fens – are wetlands characterised by the 

accumulation of dead and decaying plant material in marshy areas.  Under the 

right conditions, peat is the earliest stage in the formation of coal.  Worldwide, 

50% of all wetlands are peatlands, but of these less than 1% occur in Africa.  Only 

about 10% of all South African wetlands contain peat – as some of the wetlands 

in the Rietvlei Nature Reserve. 

This peatland complex, which is about 8 km long and at places up to 600 m wide, 

consists of three distinct sections:   

 The southern basin - on the Witkoppies portion of the Reserve 

 The central section is a floodplain wetland, stretching from the old 

Witkoppies boundary to the confluence of the Grootvlei- and Rietvlei 

streams. 

 The northern peatland basin stretches from the above confluence to the 

inflow of Rietvlei Dam. 

Growing at less than 1 mm annually, these peatlands were formed over a period 

of 10 000 years, with sections between 1.2 - 5 m thick.  

Their importance?  Apart from being a unique biodiversity hotspot, peatlands 

can mitigate climatic change impacts by storing carbon - much more than living 

forests - and soak up 1000 times their weight in water – releasing the latter 

slowly long after rains have stopped.  This sponge-like nature is also a highly 

efficient filter of pollutants, pathogens and sediments, whilst also reducing the 

likelihood of flash-floods along the stream after heavy downpours. 

 

12  May ,  8 :00  A l ien  Invas ion  
Con t ro l  

19  May ,  8 :00  H ike  /  S tap  

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

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

9  Jun ,  8 :00  A l ien  Invas ion  
Con t ro l  

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

21  Ju l ,  8 :00  H ike  /  S tap  

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

4  Aug ,  8 :00  Commi t tee  Meet ing  /  
Komi teeve rgader ing   

25  Aug ,  8 :00  A l ien  Invas ion  
Con t ro l  

8  Sep ,7 :00   H ike  /  S tap  

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

22  Sep RHINO DAY  

29  Sep ,  8 :00  A l ien  Invas ion  
Con t ro l  

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

13  Oct ,  7 :00  A l ien  Invas ion  
Con t ro l  

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

10  Nov ,  7 :00  A l ien  Invas ion  
Con t ro l  

17  Nov ,  7 :00  H ike  /  S tap  

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

1  Dec ,  13 :00  Commi t tee  Meet ing  /  
Komi teeve rgader ing   

1  Dec ,  16 :00  Year-End Func t ion  /  
Jaa r-E ind  Funks ie  

 Dates 

Photo by Elize Labuschagne-Hull  
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Prior to rehabilitation, the Rietvlei Peatlands were 

dysfunctional and severely degraded.  The southern 

section, which originally was not part of the Reserve, 

had been mined for peat and drained for agricultural 

use.  As much as 90% of the southern peatlands were 

mined and dried out.  In addition, water from several 

springs within the original Reserve was diverted to be 

used for human consumption, leading to desiccation of 

the northern peatlands as well.   

When totally dry, peatlands become a fire hazard.  In 

fact, the northern peatland at one stage burnt 

continuously for about three years before the fire could 

be brought under control.  No wonder it was necessary 

to construct Marais Dam as a sludge dam for Rietvlei 

Dam.  During the years, increased outputs from the 

Hartbeesfontein Sewage Works and urbanisation 

upstream of the Reserve contributed to the drastic 

erosion and eutrophication of the wetland, much of the 

sediment and pollution load carried through to the 

dams, increasing the costs of water purification. 

The rehabilitation efforts were undertaken in 2000, 

primarily to re-wet the peatlands to enable them to 

gradually regain their functionality in purifying water.  

This was done by plugging artificial drainage channels, 

constructing various structures to redistribute water to 

more natural flow paths, and removing stands of alien 

vegetation – especially trees – that reduced or 

prevented water seepage from the Reserve’s dolomitic 

areas to the peatlands.  Water analyses about eight 

years later showed that the peatlands were by that time 

able again to reduce ammonia levels by about 53%, 

nitrates by up to 77%, whilst also reducing other 

pollutants such as fluoride, sulphates and sediments.  

This leads to much lower water treatment costs, and 

best of all – this service is for free. 

Since this rehabilitation, the Rietvlei Peatlands have also 

shown signs of recovery when looking at the resident 

biodiversity, but it is not the end of the road.  

Continuous monitoring and further maintenance of 

rehabilitation efforts is and will always be necessary.   

This was one of the main messages given to 

stakeholders during Wold Wetlands Day, held on 

2 February.   

The 2018 Gauteng North Wetland Project, as part of the 

Working for Wetlands Programme, has currently 

prioritised Colbyn- and Doornrandjies Wetlands for 

rehabilitation.  However, the Friends of Rietvlei will 

monitor developments and keep in contact with 

authorities to ensure that future rehabilitation efforts of 

the Rietvlei Peatlands will not be neglected. 

 

 

Did you know? 

 Up to 1930, Pretoria obtained all its water from the two 

springs at Fountains Valley in the Groenkloof Nature 

Reserve. 

 Rietvlei was identified as water source, due to the 

suitability to build a dam AND due to additional springs and 

ample ground water on and around the area. 

 The Nature Reserve was created to protect the water 

sources – game was added later for tourism purposes. 

 World Wetlands Day commemorates the international 

adoption of the Convention on Wetlands on February 2, 

1971.  
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In recent years, Rietvlei Nature Reserve has witnessed 

the arrival of several cheetah cubs.  First Kiara had three, 

then Sahara had a litter of six, of which four have 

survived.  Whilst this has drastically increased the 

number of visitors to the reserve, numbers of other 

game, especially Blesbok, have decreased sharply as a 

result, and the high numbers of cheetah cannot be 

sustained in the long term in this relatively small fenced 

area.  But, not to worry, they are all part of a bigger plan: 

Where the Plan Comes From: 

 Cheetahs historically roamed across Africa and 

southwest Asia.  Today, their range and population 

has decreased by about 90% to an estimated 7000 

animals remaining.  Of these, southern Africa 

currently hosts the largest portion. 

 Cheetahs naturally occur in very low densities, 

occupying territories of 50 km² to 800 km² - much 

larger than Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  The availability 

of such large habitats is constantly shrinking and 

fragmented due to human developments. 

Conservation in Action: 

With Cheetahs classified by the IUCN as ‘Vulnerable’, 

but possibly already falling into the 

‘Endangered’ category, it is clear that for the continued 

presence of this species, conservation action needs to 

be undertaken at a scale that is seldom seen in 

terrestrial conservation. 

Mimicking the natural need for mobility of this species, 

the Cheetah Metapopulation Project was initiated in 

2011 by the EWT, which looks at a continuous and well-

managed relocation strategy between smaller fenced 

and isolated reserves, such as Rietvlei.  At the same 

time, it enables a number of these smaller Reserves, 

which would otherwise be unsuitable for a viable 

Cheetah population in the long term, to contribute 

meaningfully to the species’ conservation. 

Challenges with Relocation: 

Apart from logistic and financial challenges, the 

relocation of Cheetah to new habitats needs to be 

carefully managed for a number of reasons: 

 Cheetah may be naïve to the dangers of other 

competing large predators such as spotted Hyena, 

Leopard and Lion, if they never encountered such 

where they grew up. 

Some Cheetah Quick Facts 

 Maximum recorded lifespan:  ± 14 

years for females, ± 10 years for 

males 

 Females can conceive at ± 2 years of 

age,  and may get their first litter 

after a 3-month gestation period 

 Surviving cubs will stay with their 

mother for ± 18 months 

 Females will usually split from their 

siblings, whilst males may stay 

together for life 
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 Prey available at the new habitat should match (at 

least in size) the prey available where they grew up, 

or they may try to hunt species that are too large for 

them, often resulting in injury and death. 

 Pairing of males and females must always respect 

the ‘stud-book’ to ensure no inbreeding of animals 

occurs. 

What next for the Cheetahs of Rietvlei Nature Reserve? 

 Kiara was moved mid-April to Selati, a 27 000 ha 

reserve in the Lowveld, where she will join a single 

male from Mountain Zebra National Park, to start 

repopulating this large reserve.  

 Kiara’s two sons were relocated in the second week 

of April to Zimanga, an 8000 ha reserve in Zululand, 

where they will join one female Cheetah currently 

on the reserve.  

 Kiara’s daughter has already been moved early April 

to Marakele National Park, a 90 000 ha reserve in 

the Waterberg.  She will join the current population 

of cheetah there.  Together with two new males 

from Pilanesberg, she will hopefully bring new 

genetics to this large reserve. 

 The gender of Sahara’s cubs still needs to be 

determined, but plans exist to relocate them during 

April 2019.  Sahara is the only female that will 

remain on Rietvlei.  A male Cheetah will need to be 

brought in at a later stage, once prey populations 

have recovered, in order to allow for Rietvlei to 

continue contributing to the metapopulation. 

Visit  http://www.cheetahpopulation.org.za  for more 

information. 

 

A brief history 

In 2011 it was decided to install a programmable 

irrigation system in the dell at Fern Fountain.  A system 

was installed using a 220 volt pump housed in the lower 

part of the bird hide.  Electricity was generated with a 

solar panel, battery storage, and a converter inverter.  

The installation was sponsored by the VJL Group and 

successfully commissioned.  Shortly afterwards there 

was a spate of solar panel theft in the reserve (panels 

were stolen from all over the reserve) and the 

installation suffered the same fate.  As there was no way 

to protect the panels from theft a new way to generate 

power had to be found.  The new approach was to use a 

water wheel - brackets were installed for it, but it was 

left in a state of limbo for several years as the people 

involved moved on. 

Current attempt 

Under leadership of James Drowley, and with the help 

of his equally super-qualified “Rietvlei Wednesday 

Group”, the water wheel idea was resuscitated in 2017.   

The first challenge was finding the right design.  With 

much appreciated assistance from Eric Stanford of 

HISSCO, who did the necessary research and drew up a 

We would like to hear from you!  

Do you ever wonder about something on 

Rietvlei? 

Have you seen something unusual or have a 

unique photo to share?  

We wil l  try our best to answer your 

questions or share your photos in the 

newsletter, so write to us at:  

Email:  newsatrietvlei@gmail.com 

 

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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set of drawings which to work from, the team started 

working on the build of the wheel in August 2017.  The 

process had lots of stops and starts, as none of the team 

had experience with this kind of project and about the 

sort of individual parts needed, but all learned as the 

task got momentum.  

It took at least 50 man hours on the manufacture and 

assembly of all 141 parts, and the water wheel was 

finally completed by 

21 March 2018.  It is 

710 mm wide and has 

a rotating outer 

wheel diameter of 

600 mm.  The long 

central shaft connects 

8 paddles or scoops 

that use the water 

coming from one of 

the fountains to turn 

the wheel.  The entire 

contraption was installed on 23 March.  This is a 

preliminary only, to test how fast it would rotate in 

order to decide on the transmission and gearing 

required to drive an alternator.  

Happily the installation, although difficult, went well, 

the wheel is now turning at 64 revolutions per minute.  

The next challenge is to decide on the kind of 

transmission and the type of alternator and then source 

the necessary components.   

Replacing what’s 

broken at various 

Hides, 

 

Re-Sealing the 

woodwork on 

various hides, 

 

Fixing Potholes… 

 

…and much 

more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 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 details.  

Al l  work sessions are open to al l  members as 

entry to the Reserve is free for the day.  

You wi l l  find people from all  walks of l ife 

with a paint brush or a spade or some tool in 

hand, working towards a common goal .  

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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Recognising our limitations in manpower and finances 

against the massive challenge of combatting alien 

invasive plants within the Rietvlei Nature Reserve, it was 

decided that over the long term, an ad-hoc approach 

would not yield any measurable results.  So, since May 

2017, a strategy was developed on how best to 

contribute to the management efforts of the Reserve in 

this task.  First, we decided on several focus areas: 

Fern Fountain 

This picnic spot was completely encroached with dense 

shrubbery up to 2 m high, which completely suppressed 

the natural vegetation, whilst allowing even more alien 

plants to establish.  Thanks to immense hard work by 

several members over what seemed endless work 

sessions, the shrubbery was manually cleared up to 

November 2017.  This allowed us easy access to 

especially Pompom and Wild Verbena, enabling us to 

reduce infestations by 90% up do date.   

Further, we managed to clear out and treat the ever-

spreading Tree-of-Heaven below the picnic area and 

around the Pump House.  What a misleading name – it 

should be Tree-of-Hell the way it suckers and persists, 

see photo!  We will continue to monitor and treat any 

regrowth, but have vowed to make sure this species is 

obliterated from the reserve. 

The result:  we have seen indigenous flowers and ferns 

appear that we believed long lost and the picnic site has 

become popular again for visitors.  In addition, we 

managed to re-populate some threatened bulb species 

originally present, as they could be sourced from 

Search-and-Rescue operations on construction- and 

mining sites.  Unfortunately the state of the natural 

vegetation is still very poor due to the long dominance 

by the unwanted shrubs, but with some continued 

monitoring and effort this will change for the better. 

Marais Dam Picnic Area 

This picnic area was expanded by Reserve Management 

in 2017.  At the request of Reserve Management, our in-

house botanist did an assessment on threatened plants 

along the new fence-line to ensure no such plants would 

be damaged.  We carried on by treating all Pompom and 

Wild Tomato plants with herbicide as they emerged or 

after we duly removed all seeding material.  Emerging 

young wattles were also removed, as well as other 

weeds. 

So far our efforts seem to bear fruit with a significant 

reduction in Pompom, but we will follow up again during 

the next summer season. 

Big Lapa Area Surroundings 

Reserve Management approached us again for a 

threatened-plants survey to enable them to move 

portions of the fence without 

Invasive Plant Stats @ Rietvlei 

NEMBA1 Listed Invasive Species:  

 30 in Category 1b (must be destroyed) 

 5 in Category 2 (only allowed in permitted plantings)  

 6 in Category 3 (only allowed in private gardens)  

CARA2 Listed Invasive Species:  

 2 species are Declared Indicators of Bush 

Encroachment  

Non-listed invasive species:  

 26 non-listed but prominent alien invasive species  

1 National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act, Act 10 of 2004 and 

Alien and Invasive Species Regulations, 2014 and 2016 

2 Care of Agricultural Resources Act, Act 43 of 1983 

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
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damaging any such plants.  This was preceded and 

followed by us removing all Green- and Silver Wattles in 

a ± 50 m wide strip along the access roads from Coots 

Corner all the way to the Big Lapa and also further up to 

the Jakkalsgat turnoff.  

We tried to count – but gave up after removing in excess 

of 10 000 plants by a team of six people within three 

hours using tree poppers.  Some have re-appeared – 

either being plants we missed as they were too small at 

the time, or plants that broke off.  The latter had been 

cut before but not adequately treated, which makes it 

difficult to pull out such resprouts.    

Follow-up of the clearing will be done in due course.  

Do join us – so far members can assure all that tree-

popping is an excellent way of getting rid of all 

frustrations.  And afterwards you may have that 

chocolate without feeling guilty! 

Invasive Plant Strategy for Rietvlei Nature Reserve 

Current national legislation requires all municipalities 

and protected areas to draft and implement a control 

plan aimed at reducing and controlling listed alien 

invasive species.  This requirement stems from the 

realisation that unless there is a systematic, adequately 

funded and long-term commitment from responsible 

authorities, the threats of these species will have dire 

economic consequences for us.   

A strategy was drafted for the Rietvlei Reserve 

Management, which outlines the minimum 

requirements for a formal invasive plant control plan as 

legislated.  It lists and describes the main traits – 

important to know for choosing the correct control 

method - of all invasive plant species observed so far 

within the reserve. 

Where necessary, maps have been created on a GIS 

system, available for further use and development by 

the Tshwane Municipality and Reserve Management.  

The Friends of Rietvlei will continue collecting 

information towards an official control plan and, as far 

as possible, help with some of the implementation of it.   

Continuing Efforts 

Over the coming drier months, we will continue 

collecting information on the localities and densities of 

especially alien invasive trees and shrubs.  The first such 

survey was carried out on the Black Locust Thicket 

(Robinia pseudo-acacia) on the way from Marais-Dam to 

Finfoot Hide.  Collected information will be passed on to 

the Reserve Management, but will also be used to 

decide on our way forward.   

A Note on Herbicides  

In our efforts, herbicides are only applied by trained 

herbicide applicators.  We only use herbicides 

recommended by Working for Water or under guidance 

of a registered Pest Control Officer. 

Our wonderful STIHL SG 71 Backpack Sprayer, together 

with a full-cone nozzle, was sponsored by Enviro 

Chainsaws cc of the Enviro Group of Companies. 

 

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/


Website: www.friendsofrietvlei.org  

 Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/friendsofrietvlei/  8 

 

 

 

The Friends of Rietvlei regularly organise morning hikes 

in the Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  These can host up to 100 

people, are usually very well attended, and places fill up 

rapidly as soon as bookings open.  

Each of the groups of hikers are led by a registered and 

qualified guide.  These easy hikes start at the big lapa 

and end at the Rietvlei Coffee Shop, are approximately 

6-8 kilometres long and take about 3-4 hours, 

depending on the pace of the guide and the sights along 

the way.  All proceeds go towards the various initiatives 

of the Friends of Rietvlei in the Reserve.  

See the calendar for our 2018 hike dates or keep an 

eye on our Facebook page for these events.  

Costs: 

 R80.00 per adult  

 R40.00 per child (only children older 

than 12 years allowed)  
 

Bookings open a month in advance and can be done 

at: 

Email:  hike@friendsofrietvlei.org 

The ‘Jakkalsgat’ or Jackal’s Den is a small thatch cottage 

situated within the Rietvlei Nature Reserve, maintained 

and upgraded by the Friends of Rietvlei.  The Den is 

fenced and offers guests a garden, veranda, and large 

braai area with uninterrupted views of the surrounding 

veld.  It accommodates 4 people and is equipped with a 

small rustic kitchen, bathroom with shower and two 

bedrooms.  

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

own cutlery, pots and pans, food, drinks, cool bag (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 

regularly participating in working sessions. 

Costs: 

 R150.00 per person per night  

 R60.00 per child per night (children 

under 12 stay free)  

Bookings will be confirmed after deposit of full amount 

is received.  Vacate and return keys before 16:00 on 

the last day.  Bookings at:  

Email:  jakkalsgat@friendsofrietvlei.org 

 

 

All of our activities are made possible by the active 

support of the members, and the financial and 

moral support of our sponsors.  If you would like to 

financially support our work, please follow the 

donation link on our website.  

We look forward to the continued involvement of 

all.  Our goal is to add value and promote the 

reserve and its aims for the enjoyment of those 

who visit or work there.  
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https://www.thesuccessacademy.co.za/ 

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

http://www.woodlandsboulevard.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/ 

 

BECOME A MEMBER 

GO TO MEMBERSHIP FORM 

 

 
 

Content & Editor:  Marianne Strohbach 

Contributors: James Drowley, & 

Vincent van der Merwe 

 

Friends of Rietvlei Committee and their portfolios are listed 

below.  Please contact us on the details below with any 

questions, comments or suggestions.  

Chairman: 

Kobus Engelbrecht (kobuse@telkomsa.net) 

Secretary & Administration: 

Karin Oxley (rietvlei@mailbox.co.za) 

Accountant:   

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 

Invasive Species Control & Newsletter: 

 Marianne Strohbach 

Have you spotted any Otter in Rietvlei? 

We would like to hear from you – where, any 

interesting observations, and photos.   

Please send to:  

Email: newsatrietvlei@gmail.com 

for inclusion in the next Newsletter. 

http://www.friendsofrietvlei.org/
https://www.thesuccessacademy.co.za/
http://www.klofies.co.za/
http://www.woodlandsboulevard.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/
https://www.payfast.co.za/donate/go/friendsofrietvlei
https://www.payfast.co.za/donate/go/friendsofrietvlei
http://friendsofrietvlei.org/membership/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/friendsofrietvlei/

