KGALAGADI RAPTOR ADVENTURE

SANP – HONORARY RANGERS: WEST RAND REGION

REPORT: 18 TO 24 MARCH 2006

The recce of the Kgalagadi Raptor Adventure took place between 18 and 24 March 2006. The objective of the recce event was to prepare for the full event at the same time in 2007. The main objective of the event for the Honorary Rangers (HR) is to raise funds to be spent on activities in Kgalagadi by giving the participants an unforgettable experience in the Kgalagadi Wilderness. Projects benefiting from the raised funds could include conservation as well as community and educational activities. The objective of the event from the guest point of view is to maximise their birding experience and to participate in activities not allowed as general tourists such as camping in the dunes, driving off tourist roads and being able to inspect places of interest outside their vehicles.
Sponsorship was obtained from Total SA for which we were extremely grateful and dependent upon. The sponsorship funds were used to pay the costs of the event such as the cost of the Nossob trail, accommodation costs and HR traveling costs etc. The success of the event is extremely dependent on ongoing support from Total and will not be viable without such support. Each vehicle taking part in the event was branded with the logo of Total and each guest received a Total branded jersey.

The recce group consisted of 12 guests in 6 vehicles accompanied by 11 HRs plus 4 family members plus 3 "rifles" in 8 vehicles. All in all there were 30 people in 13 vehicles taking part. 
The HRs who took part in the event were:

HR group



HRs with guest group
Tony Zoghby



Snowy Botha
Dawn Zoghby



Chris Walkinshaw
Mike Brownie

Jean Brownie

Wiggie Ellenberger

Gerrie Olivier [+ Geraldine]
Chris Spies [+ Rina]
Ben van der Merwe

Johanna van der Merwe

The 3 "rifles" and guides who accompanied us were:

Neels van Wyk - Section Ranger, Crocodile Bridge, Kruger National Park

Albert Smith - Senior Ranger, Golden Gate, former section ranger Mata Mata

Buks Meintjies - Honorary Ranger, accredited to act as first/lead rifle as well as second rifle. Currently contracted to KNP to lead Lebombo Overland trail

The event took place officially from Sunday 19 March until Friday 24 March. The HRs gathered at Twee Rivieren on Saturday 18 March and all proceeded to Nossob on Sunday 19 March. The guests gathered at Nossob on Sunday 19 March. Briefings for the HRs were conducted by Nardus du Plessis (Section Ranger: Twee Rivieren) and Jan Kriel (Head: Field Guide Activities) on Sunday 19 March. Briefings for the HRs and guests were conducted by Owen Wittridge (Section Ranger: Nossob) and Hayley-May Wittridge (Hospitality Manager: Nossob) on Monday 20 March.
All the rules of the Nossob Trail were applied - everyone was totally self sufficient, 4x4 vehicles only, no trailers, all refuse was removed, routes were repaired along the way etc. At least 1, if not more, HRs were in uniform with both groups at all times and the HRs with the guest group had official decals displayed on their vehicles.
All the guests were clustered into one group accompanied by 2 HR vehicles together with Neels van Wyk and Buks Meintjies for protection (16 people in 8 vehicles). This group was allocated to the Northern Route - Nossob, Swartbas, Unions End, Loffiesdraai, Nossob. The group gathered at Nossob on 19 March and departed for Swartbas on Monday 20 March. They returned to Nossob on Thursday 23 March.

The rest of the group consisting entirely of HRs and family (14 people in 5 vehicles) were allocated to the Southern Route - Nossob, Rosyntjiebos, Witgat, Kij Kij, Twee Rivieren. This group arrived back in Twee Rivieren on 23 March. Albert Smith accompanied this group.
Due to the recent heavy rains, however, the Nossob Trail route south of the Second Dune Road was overgrown with high grass and the route was not able to be easily followed. Due to concerns for the safety of the group it was decided that the HR group would also cover the Northern Route in the opposite direction to the Guest group. – Nossob, Unions End, Loffiesdraai, Swartbas, Twee Rivieren. The long grass on the Nossob trail north of the Second Dune road had been cut specifically for the event. Had it not been for the efforts of these teams the recce event would not have been able to take place.
The routes were easily followed except that the guest group missed the turning north off the Bitterpan road onto the Nossob trail road and were unable to find their way to Swartbas camp. As a result they were forced to camp in the veld in an undesignated camp site. For most of the guests this was the highlight of the event. 

The event was thoroughly enjoyed by all and was proven to be a viable event for the future. All in all 105 different birds were identified during the duration of the event, most of the time of which was spent off the river roads. The official bird list has already been distributed but is attached to this report for completeness. The bird list will form the basis of a database to be kept and updated each year by the HRs and will assist management in the research and conservation of birds in Kgalagadi.
After the event detailed debrief meetings were held with the guests as well as the HRs. Positive as well as negative feedback as well as suggestions for improvement were elicited. In addition many suggestions were made for future events. All the feedback, where practicable, will be taken into account in the planning of future events. The suggestions will also be considered and implemented where it is considered that they will enhance the event or lead to further revenue generating opportunities.
Many positives were identified by those taking part in this trial run. A number of these are generics such as beautiful scenery, the remoteness, magnificent sightings of birds, animals and reptiles, sunsets etc. These have not been reported. Instead, those positives that give a sense for the reasons why the guest and HRs enjoyed the event are reported as follows:
· Being able to travel where the normal tourists cannot – off tourist roads in the dunes.

· Being able to get out of vehicles.

· Having knowledgeable guides to identify trees, grasses and the smaller things.

· Walks around the camp i.e. walk into the dunes at Loffiesdraai.

· Not having to pitch tents at Loffiesdraai.

· Arriving early at Loffiesdraai and having half a day of relaxation.

· The format of the event (although needs some fine tuning).
· The alternative route and impromptu camp in the veld after missing the road to Swartbas was an adventure.

· Camping at Unions End.

· Value for money at R2 500 per vehicle for two people.

· Support of management (NvdW), head field guide (JK), section rangers (OW & NdP), hospitality manager (H-MW).

Of course there were negatives too and suggestions on how to improve.  Some of these will be worked on for next year.  Others are just part of the experience and need to be embraced for that …

· Distances traveled each day were too long. Too much time spent in vehicles. Rush to get to camps. Not enough time to enjoy the sightings and to bird properly. Did not stop often enough.

· Radio communication between vehicles not good. All vehicles should have radios. Reception not good over longer distances. No communications between vehicles other than front and rear vehicles.

· Size of guest group too big (eight vehicles). Vehicles at rear missed out on sightings. Worked well with HR recce group (five vehicles).

· Transporting refuse for four days. Unpleasant if no roof racks or bakkie. Leave for collection by support groups?
· Routes difficult to find. Maps not accurate. Quality of copied maps not good. No GPS co-ordinates.

· Communication with guests beforehand. More detailed itinerary. Briefing and introductions earlier (night before rather than on morning of departure). Name tags for guests and HRs. 

· Birding not great in dunes. Better on river / tourist roads. 
· Name of event “Raptor Adventure” creates expectations. Consider renaming event.

Suggestions for improvements / future event
· Spend less time traveling, reduce distances between overnight camps. Stop more often. Get out, walk around a bit more. Don’t underestimate the basics – often what we take for granted, guests are willing to pay premiums for!!
· Leave format as is (two nights main camps, three nights dunes).
· Consider spending more than one night in a camp i.e. spend an extra night in the dunes (two nights main camps, four nights dunes) and spend two nights in each camp. This will allow guests to relax and enjoy the camps. Organise walks from camps. If possible enable access to river roads from camps to maximize birding experience. Knowledgeable guide essential to maximize experience. 
· Configure routes so that groups can access showers, toilets, dispose of refuse etc (i.e. could stop in at main camps sometime during the day).
· Consider different options to allow guests without 4x4s to participate i.e. based at main camps and taken out for birding drives in park vehicles with birding experts. Arrange special activities i.e. breakfast / dinner in dunes etc. Shorter package (two nights each in two main camps - total four nights)
· HRs to be based in dunes camps in advance of guests to ensure water, set up camp facilities (??), demarcate camp sites, remove refuse etc. Tidy up camps in advance of arrival of guests.
· Provide one or two meals for guests i.e. potjie, braai (could be done the night before departure from main camp)
· Definitely need guides with local knowledge to accompany each guest group.
· Offer something different i.e. a night in the dunes with the bushmen before entering the Park (provide revenue source for local community).
· Ensure better radio communications between vehicles. 
· Keep groups small, max size five guests + one HR. 
· Advise guests well in advance of detailed itinerary. Allow guests opportunity to meet and introduce themselves in advance of start of drive (arrange get together in main camp the night before departure). Brief guests the night before departure.
· Facilitate detailed maps with accurate GPS co-ordinates.
· Focus on one or two significant gifts to present to guests (Total branded jerseys were very well received by guests).
· Emphasise that revenue from event for the furtherance of conservation and community upliftment. Dedicate funds from each event to specific projects so that guests will be able to identify with how their money is spent. In future years able to show guests what their money has been spent on.
Bearing all the above in mind, however, keep it simple – don’t over complicate!
Community involvement and benefit

In addition to our activities on the event an effort was made to participate in activities that would benefit the local community. Donations totaling R2 580 were received from the HRs participating in the event as well as other parties. Gifts of sports equipment, stationary, seeds etc were given to the People & Conservation Officer at Twee Rivieren, Christine Du Plessis, for distribution to staff communities employed within Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. In addition four HRs, Ben and Johanna van der Merwe and Mike and Jean Brownie visited the local school at Welkom (outside the Park) where Mike and Ben addressed the children about the benefits of conservation.Gifts, sweets etc were handed out to all the children and each child received a photograph of themselves.
Income and expenditure and surplus available to be spent in Kgalagadi
Although this was only a recce event our target was to generate funds of approximately R20 000 to be spent directly on projects in Kgalagadi that management decide on. We hope to generate funds in excess of R50 000 in 2007.

 In addition to the funds to be spent directly in Kgalagadi, SANParks has benefited directly from this event to the extent of R7 500 for the Nossob trail as well as R5 800 for camping accommodation as well as benefits from funds spent by guests themselves outside of the official event.
I have attached as part of this report a copy of the 2006 Official Bird List for readers to peruse and a poem follows at the end.
The 2006 recce has proved beyond doubt that the event has huge potential and through future events will be very successful in raising funds for the benefit of conservation and tourism in Kgalagadi and the upliftment of the people of Kgalagadi and the surrounding communities.

Tony Zoghby
Honorary Ranger – West Rand Region
Geraldine Olivier – one of the participants in this reconnaissance trip wrote a poem on the experience

KGALAGADI ADVENTURE
A recce adventure trip was planned

By some HR guys of the far West Rand.

Weeks of careful planning took place,

E-mails and phone calls hard a-pace.

We set off so early … it was three;

All packed and excited and full of glee.

We travelled all day – it was very far,

No matter, ‘cause that section was tar.

Then came the sand, we were nearly there …

But hey, the desert’s now not so bare !!!

We thought we would see great stretches of sand

But God poured some water onto the land.

Masses of grass, vast vistas of green

Such beauty here is seldom seen.

And then He gave a special blessing,

A profusion of flowers for extra dressing.

To camp in the bush at the end of the day

Hark in the distance, the jackals at play.

At eventide the stars told their story,

Shining above us in all their glory.

Sunrise and sunset painted the sky

Changing the picture as clouds rolled by.

And then one evening a storm had passed

There was a rainbow – what more could we ask?
Some of the dunes proved a challenge so big

Out came the spades in order to dig.

A dune or two we had to repair

Toiling so hard with sweat in our hair!

The biggest one we couldn’t get over,

Not the Nissan, Toyota or the Land Rover.

Chris made it tho’ it must be said

Eventually on his fifth attempt!

But trusty Mike who brought up the rear

Put his Defender in extra low gear

And got to the top as proud as punch

An extra beer he earned for lunch!

Numbers of gemsbok with horns so long and pointed,

Springbok and hartbees whose horns look disjointed;

Eagles and owls and goshawks too …

Unfortunate tho’ the raptors were few.

Plenty of birds for all to see

Too little time to look in the tree!

Pity the distances were so great

Hurry, hurry or we’ll be late;

Brush your teeth and pack the tent

Quickly now, it’s time we went.
Our group became a great bunch of sports,

Never a one was out of sorts.

Exceptional meals were quickly prepared –

No one went hungry, that has to be said!

And before it was time for us to retire

We sat and ‘geselsed’ around the fire.

A really great week in every respect,

And now that it’s over, there’s time to reflect:

Our recce adventure was surely quite fine

Certainly all had a truly great time!

Thank you to Total is now in order

For helping us to the Northern Cape border.

Indeed, some of the money was spent

In helping to plan this special event;

But the bulk of the sum was given

To improve this little bit of heaven –

The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park in future may be

A better place for all to see!





Geraldine Olivier

