DISCUSSION PAPER

SONGIMVELO-MALOLOTJA TFCA

SHORT AND MEDIUM TERM INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENTS

INTRODUCTION:

The Songimvelo-Malolotja Transfrontier Conservation Area (S-MTFCA) was formally accepted at a Trilateral Ministerial meeting on 2 November 2004, as the fifth TFCA to function under the Lubombo Commission.

The TFCA comprises Malolotja Nature Reserve in Swaziland and Songimvelo Nature Reserve in South Africa, both located adjacent to one another and situated in the Barberton Mountain range. 

With regard to the approaching 2010 Soccer World Cup, the S-MTFCA can positively contribute towards providing an exceptional destination for tourists and providing accommodation from large numbers of soccer fans/tourists.

The S-MTFCA is approximately 3.5 hours from Johannesburg and 1.5 hours from Nelspruit, which has been earmarked to host some of the soccer events. A soccer stadium is currently being planned for the 2010 World Cup at Nelspruit

The S-MTFCA is unique in that it can provide a wide variety of nature activities such as game viewing (the TFCA hosts four of the big five and numerous “plains” game), unguided nature walks in Malolotja, specialised guided walks to interpret the geology (the TFCA is host to the oldest rock in the world dating back 3.4 billion year). It has the oldest iron ochre mines (dating back 43000 years where people mined ochre to beautify themselves by rubbing the shiny ochre on their skins. An established  museum at Malolotja interprets this history). Dravidian sites consisting of ring rock packings dates back 400BC when southern Indians explored the area for gold.(This exciting phenomenon is a hypothesis described by a well known archaeologist). The Barberton Mountain range has a rich history of gold mining, dating back from the Dravidian era, the well known Barberton gold rush in the late 1800’s to present day mining operations. A museum displaying this history is situated in Barberton. Due to the richness in soil minerals the S-MTFCA provides for an extremely rich flora, three vegetation types, approximately 1400 plant species and 15  endemic plant species, such as two threatened cycads. Scenic panorama’s  are abundant due to the topography of the Barberton Mountain Range. It is also regarded as a malaria free area due to proper control measures over many years.

DEVELOPMENT PROPOSALS:

The following short to medium term development options were identified during a field visit by S-MTFCA staff and Department Environment and Tourism (DEAT) officials. These development options were also captured at the DEAT Strategic Workshop held at Hartebeespoort Dam in April 2005.

Joint Management Plan, Zonation, Tourism Master Plan, Link road:

Recently, DEAT agreed to sponsor the development of the above planning project through the Peace Parks Foundation (PPF). This planning project will commence at the end of June 2005. Of utmost importance is the development of a joint management plan, TFCA – management and development-zonation based on levels of sophistication, a Tourism Master plan that not only considers tourism development and infrastructure at reserve level, but also at regional level to develop links with private tourism sector, linkage of main tourism routes and signage. Important too is consider the possibility of a “internal” link road between Songimvelo and Malolotja, for the S-MTFCA to become a traversable TFCA.

On completion of the above exercise, development of infrastructure will be able to be conducted on a sound basis and prevent tourism activities and infrastructure negatively impacting on one another. TFCA tourism activities will also link to neighbouring tourism activities and complement one another.

The above exercise has been estimated at approximately R1,3 million. It is envisaged that this project will be completed by the end of October.

Replacement of fencing – Malolotja:

Malolotja is currently replacing 15 km elephant proof fencing on the southern side of the reserve. The budget for this year allocated by the Swaziland Government amounts to R 1,4 million rand. Depending on  economic conditions, the Swaziland Government has indicated that over the next three years it will continue to financially contribute towards the replacement of the entire southern side fence. 

Commercialisation of the Msauli and Bulembu Mining Villages:

The Msauli mining village (mining ended in September 1999) is ideally situated for this village to be developed as an ecotourism destination. This development node is situated within Songimvelo Nature Reserve and close to the border with Malolotja. The village consists of approximately 110 house, a church, a   9-hole golf course, swimming pools and tennis courts, a recreational section with a bar, hall and shop, a school, administration buildings and a small hospital. Regarded as a large development, this node will be able to provide accommodation to approximately 800 guests and probably create 800 job opportunities if one considers the village to be a fully fledged little town with water, road and electricity infrastructure.

Currently there exists a validated land claim on this specific prtion of land, namely Diepgezet farm. It is currently receiving high priority attention from the Land Claim Commissioners Office.

The village at this stage is still in ownership of the ACA mine until such time that they receive a closure certificate. Once ACA mine relinquish their responsibilities it is thought that the Dept. of Land Affairs and the Land Claims Commissioner will decide on the future of this village.

The following are development options:

· To sell the entire village to a private consortium with an agreement of access rights to and within the S-MTFCA. Should the claimants be successful they will most probably own shares in the “eco-tourism” village. 

· For the MPB to take over the development of the “eco-tourism” village and go into a partnership with the community and identify operators to run the different activities. Should this option be the most viable, funding will be required to renovate and upgrade the village. An amount of R 10 million was budgeted for at the Hartebeestpoort Dam Strategic Workshop for renovation and a 4X4 route that can lead to the Songimvelo “plains” area. Here consideration should be given that this road and the Kromdraai access to the “plains” road be planned so that it serves both developments.

The most sensible would probably be to consider option one from a development point of view.

A huge tourism development at the closed Havelock Mine in Swaziland is underway where the entire village is being converted into a tourism complex, comprising a lodge, staff housing, camps and various sport fields (such as a soccer field, squash and tennis court) . The owner, Mr. Miller has already commenced by making accommodation available for tourists passing by on the Bulembu-Piggs Peak road and to eco-adventure events, etc. This development would eventually be able to house approximately 1000 guests. The Havelock Mine is a mirror image of the Msauli Mine and to date accommodation can already be provided for up to 150 guests on special arrangement.    

Construction of 80 bed Safari lodge:

Through DEAT poverty relief funding, the MPB has been short listed for one project at Songimvelo. This is for the establishment of an 80 bed lodge at the Komati and Sandspruit  river confluence.

An amount of R 8 mil. has been tentatively attached to this project.

Integrate Ebutsini Cultural village:

The Ebutsini Cultural Village is ideally situated within a wedge that separates Songimvelo from Malolotja towards the west of the Komati River. This project was partly funded by DEAT a few years ago and is run entirely by Ebutsini Community members. The Swazi cultural village caters for 20 guests with full catering facility. The project also operates a medicinal plant nursery that can be visited as well 4X4 route which may provide a linkage between Songimvelo and Malolotja. This community is very pro-conservation/tourism and from initial informal discussions it seems that they would be keen to have a portion of their area developed as a nature reserve, which in turn can easily join on to Malolotja in the south. This possibility will be explored further and negotiations will be entered into as it offers a fantastic opportunity to the community to become a partner of the S-MTFCA.

During the DEAT field visit to the S-MTFCA and Strategic Workshop at Hartebeespoort Dam this project was identified as an option. A preliminary amount of R 2 million. was budgeted to fence 20 km.

Upgrading of 50km of roads on Songimvelo Nature Reserve:
The current roads on Songimvelo have never been upgraded to the standard where it can allow for all classes of  vehicles and self drives. Currently a game drive bus collects guest at the main gate and transports them to the main “plains” area. It is the intention of the Mpumalanga Parks Board (MPB) to allow self drive for day visitors. These roads, if upgraded  will also provide easy access to lodge operators. It is therefore critical that the S-MTFCA provide road infrastructure for all terrain vehicles (sedans to busses). 50 km of road requires upgrading to the standard of an acceptable dirt road. The cost involved is approximately   R 96000 per km (6m wide). At the DEAT Hartebeespoort Dam Strategic Workshop, roads were identified. A preliminary amount of R 5 mil. was budgeted for to upgrade 50km of dirt roads.

Construction of an access road: Kromdraai Camp to the “Plains Area”:

Kromdraai Camp consists of fifty 6 bed log cabins. Currently only 25 log cabins are operational. It is a self-catering camp, with swimming pools, an educational centre and a short hiking trail. This camp has never been popular with tourists as there is no direct access from the camp to the “plains” area where most of the game can be viewed. Tourists have to exit the reserve and travel 20km to enter again at the main gate to go on a game drive and the same route back. To make this camp viable an access road to the “plains” area is required. It would keep guests within the confines of the reserve and allow for game viewing from the camp. This access road will also play a crucial roll in providing access from the “plains area” via Kromdraai to Malolotja for both management and tourism purposes. A preliminary costing for such a road was done by the MPB and would amount to R 8 mil. 

Develop an internal link road between Songimvelo and Malolotja:

As mentioned under the joint management section above, a link road to internally connect Songimvelo to Malolotja is critical for it to function as a true TFCA. A possibility is to find access along-side the Komati river where it exits Songimvelo and enters Malolotja. Alternatively a possible route can be found off the existing Ebutsini 4X4 route to link to Malolotja. Even if the road initially allows for only 4X4’s it would contribute towards easy joint management between the two reserves and provide traversing within the S-MTFC without having to exit any of the two reserves. The Lowveld in general has a huge 4X4 fraternity and such a route will be extremely popular. Funding (R500 000) for the planning has been budgeted. PPF will be conducting the investigation. 

A major challenge here is to obtain acceptance and approval from National Security and Home Affairs. If initially, tourists can be kept within the confines of the S-MTFCA and exit where they initially entered but had the opportunity to explore both reserves within, the support and interest would be so much greater. Although two border gates exist close by, Josefsdal/Bulembu and Oshoek/Ngwenya, tourists would rather want to stay within the confines of the S-MTFCA than having to exist one of the reserves, go through one of the existing border gates and then enter the other reserve again. One option is to train reserve staff to do the “internal cross border” administration (log vehicle-tourist details/stamp passports etc.) to cross internally between the two reserves. All information can be supplied to one of the existing border gates on a daily bases. Eventually one would like to see a formal border post where a tourist can enter from one reserve and exist through the other. This will be in line with the overall initiative to create a tourism route from the KZN coast to Kruger via the five Lubombo TFCA’s.

A challenge here is to get the relevant role players at one venue and to discuss these possibilities.

Networking with other Institutions:

A contact has been established with National Defence Force Security and a preliminary evaluation on both the South African and Swaziland side has been conducted. A TFCA presentation was made to members of the Albert Lethuli Town Council. They were requested to write the proposed development into their Integrated Development Plan. The TFCA plans have also been incorporated into the Hhohho Regional Physical Development Plan in Swaziland, currently being drafted.

Communications have been established with newly appointed Land Claims Commissioner officers. The Eastern Songimvelo Liaison Committee that acts as a bridge between the reserve and the communities have been engaged in the S-MTFCA development and this was taken down to Tribal level.  

Migration of game across borders:

To date the migration of game between the two reserves have been restricted. Elephant do however from time to time, break through fences from Songimvelo and enter Malolotja along the Komati river. At this stage, the Veterinary Section has not been brought on board with the proposed development of the S-MTFCA and the possible dropping of fences at specific sites between the two reserves. The S-MTFCA Task Group will have to engage in discussions with both Veterinarian Sections in order to establish any possible constraints.      

Upgrading of the Barberton- Bulembu- Piggs Peak road. 

From a tourism route point of view, this road will form one of the major tourism conduit routes between South Africa and Swaziland. This very strategic route provides direct access from the Lowveld via the scenic Barberton Mountain range to Swaziland.  It has also been identified as such by the Mpumalanga Tourism Agency (MTA). Approximately three years ago an amount of R 20 million was earmarked for this project but due to internal power play the funding remains with the Barberton Town Council without any delivery. 

The challenge is to unlock this impasse which can only be done at National and Provincial level.

During the DEAT Strategic Workshop an additional amount of                R 40million was set budgeted for to complete the road. 

Potential linkages from the S-MTFCA to other tourism entities: 

With the successful development of the S-MTFCA as a core, numerous other conservation and tourism related activities can come on line.

Immediately adjacent and to the north of the Songimvelo pan handle lies the 18000ha Barberton Mountainlands Nature Reserve (BML) currently developed along the lines of a Community, Private and Public Partnership (CPPP). Towards Kruger Park the BML can link onto the Crocodile Conservancy, which in turn can link onto Mthethomusha Nature reserve which in turn borders onto Kruger Park. This is one of the potential routes that could be explored to provide tourists with access via conservation land from Kruger Park to the S-MTFCA. Another link towards the north-west is from Songimvelo, BML, De Kaap Conservancy to Barberton Nature reserve, adjacent to Nelspruit. Other potential private owners that can link onto the core is Grand Valley Nature Reserve (18000) which lies to the west of Songimvelo.

Potential links in Swaziland is the Maguga Dam (a joint South Africa and Swaziland venture) south of Malolotja where tourism infrastructure is currently under construction, the Mkhonjwane mountain area south of the Songimvelo panhandle. A link is also possible to Hawane Nature Reserve and the Hawane Resort, where horse-riding activities could be undertaken. Two private developers, Mr. Pritz and Rod de Vletter (of Phophonyane Nature reserve) have shown interest to initiate hiking trails in conjunction with local communities.

It is thought that once the core S-MTFCA is well established, all of the above activities will roll out.

Land Claims - Songimvelo:                                   

According to the Land Claims Commissioners office, the entire Songimvelo is under claim. Some of the claims are currently being validated. The land claims should not however pose a threat to the future of the S-MTFCA as Government has a clear policy which stipulates that in terms of conservation land, land use may not change. This however leaves the MPB with the following option:

· To lease the land from the communities/claimants at an annual fee

· To ensure that the communities/claimants become a share holder in any business development on the land.

The land claims however, if not resolved speedily, may prevent investors from investing in the S-MTFCA if land tenure is not secure. It seems as though the acting LCC and his staff regards the Songimvelo land claim matter as a matter of urgency. From the last meeting between the MPB and the LCC, a request was tabled for a Working Committee to be established. The function of this committee would be to resolve claims on all MPB reserves with emphasis on Songimvelo. The LCC will develop a TOR for the committee if approved by the Acting LCC.

Potential development of BEE’s and SMEE’s:
The S-MTFCA holds great potential for the development of SMEE’s and BEE. Investment from the private sector in terms of lodges, game drive operators, laundry, security, gardening, cleaners, guides and arts and crafts are all activities or operations that are stimulated by a TFCA. With careful planning such activities and operations can be outsourced to local entrepreneurs and investors. 

Summary of activities:

	KPI
	BUDGET
	TARGET YEAR

	Joint Management plan, Zonation, Tourism Master plan
	R 800 000
	05-06

	Planning of “internal link road”.
	R 500 000 
	06-07

	Fencing of (>40km) elephant proof fence-Malolotja southern boundary
	R 6 million
	06-07

	Barberton to Piggs Peak road
	R 40 million
	06-08

	Ebutsini Community Conservation area
	R 2 million
	06-07 and 07-08

	Upgrade 50km of internal roads on Songimvelo
	R 5 million
	07-08, 08-09 and 09-10

	Access road:Kromdraai to “plains area”
	R 8 million
	08-09

	Msauli village link road to “plains area”
	R 10 million
	07-08, 08-09 and 09-10

	80 bed lodge “Safari lodge”
	R 8 million
	06-07 and 07-08


