Songimvelo-Malolotja TFCA

1.1
Location

The Songimvelo-Malolotja TFCA is located on the South Africa-Swaziland border between Barberton (SA) and Pigg’s Peak (Swaziland) and covers an area of approximately 70 000 ha, with potential extensions of another 50 000 ha.  The core of the S-MTFCA us formed by the 49 000 ha Songimvelo Nature Reserve (SA) and 18 000 ha Malolotja Nature Reserve (Swaziland), which share a common border.  The other identified core areas on the Swaziland side are three protection-worthy areas
, namely the Bulembu, Makhonjwa, and Sondeza National Landscapes.

1.2
History

The area is characterised by a long and diverse history of land use.  Middle-stone-age artefacts dating back 30 000 to 50 000 years were found on Ida Dover  (SA).  Stone walled sites of the Later Iron Age (the last 1000 years) are common.  They range from complex ‘village-type’ sites in the lowly lying southern area to single stone rings on the exposed uplands.  Historian Hromnik
 convincingly argues that many of these sites can actually be linked to Dravidian (Indian) gold miners and traders, which were active in this region many centuries ago.  The eNcakeni area (mostly the area known today as Songimvelo) was settled by the bakaNgwane (people of Swaziland) under the eMjindini authority during the reign of King Mswati II (1840-1868).

Ngwenya Mountain in Swaziland is the site of the world’s oldest mine, the Lion Cavern, where around 4100 BC, haematite and specularite were mined for cosmetic and ritual uses.  This ancient mine is located next to the modern iron ore mine, which ceased production in 1978.  The old Forbes Reef Gold Mine is located in the Forbes Reef forest.  A hundred years ago all workable gold was extracted over a twenty years period and Forbes Reef settlement became a ghost town.  Stibnite and Stibiconite (antimony) were mined from 1906 to 1917 in the Mali mine on the farm Soodorst (SA).  Gold was mined at the Onvewacht and Komati Lily mines (SA).   Asbestos is still being actively mined at the Msauli (SA) and Havelock Mine (Swaziland) on the serpentines along the southeastern Swaziland border.

1.3

Name of the S-MTFCA

The name for this S-MTFCA has provisionally been taken from the Songimvelo Nature Reserve on the South African side and Malolotja Nature Reserve on the Swaziland side. The name Songimvelo is already well established in the South African provincial tourism-planning sector while Malolotja Nature Reserve is internationally known as a backpacking (or hiking) destination. However, more appropriate names for the S-MTFCA could be the ‘Barberton Mountainland S-MTFCA’ (which reflect the Worldwide recognition of the area as being of great geological interest) or Makhonjwa Hills S-MTFCA (a name encountered on both sides of the border).

1.4

Biophysical Features

The S-MTFCA is situated in the Barberton Mountainlands, which forms part of the African erosion surface.  Elevation ranges from 600 to 1900 m above sea level.  The S-MTFCA contains catchments of national hydrological importance for both Swaziland and South Africa and is drained by numerous perennial rivers and streams of which the Nkomati and Mlumati are the most significant.  The topography is very rugged, with only the Nkomati valley in Songimvelo representing gently rolling terrain. Generally, the broken unspoilt natural landscape of supreme visual impact makes the S-MTFCA aesthetically the most attractive portion of the Swaziland-South African borders.  Of particular interest are the spectacular, deeply incised gorges of the Msauli, Malolotja and Mlumati rivers, as well as several waterfalls (including the Malolotja Falls-Swaziland’s highest waterfall).

The Barberton Mountainlands represents an early Precambrian greenstone belt.  The entire succession of supracrustal rocks constituting the greenstone belt is known as the Swaziland Sequence.  The undeformed nature and state of preservation of the geological phenomena account for the international acclaim, which the area enjoys amongst earth scientists.  Its rock exposures yield key information on the origin and evolution of the Earth crust, the nature of early life, and the character and development of the ancient ocean and atmosphere.  The feature, together with the completeness of the stratigraphic column it presents, attracts worldwide attention to the Barberton Mountainlands.

(a) Climate

Rainfall, which is concentrated between November and March, varies from less than 800 mm per year in the low-lying south-western area to over 1 600 mm in the high lying north-eastern parts.  Mean minimum and maximum monthly temperatures are 5.4oC and 7.9oC in July and 22oC and 34oC in January for the highland and lowland areas respectively.  Frost is common during winter months in the Komati valley.

(b) Vegetation

The vegetation of the higher-lying regions of the S-MTFCA belongs to the Grassland Biome. The lower-lying Nkomati valley falls within the Savanna Biome. Three of Acocks veld types occur.  Veld types 8 (North Eastern Mountain Sourveld) and 63 (Piet Retief Sourveld) correspond to the Northeastern Mountain Grassland of the Grassland Biome as defined by Low & Rebelo (1966)
.  Veld type 9 (Lowveld Sour Bushveld) corresponds to the Sour Lowveld of the Savanna biome.  The Forest Biome is represented by numerous isolated parches of forest, mostly at higher elevation and along drainange lines.

The Barberton Mountainland is considered to be one of five centres of endemism along the southeastern escarpment (Fourie et al. 1988)
.  The area is characterised by high species diversity. In Songimvelo for example more than 1440 species have so far been identified, and in Malolotja more than 1000 species, including many endemics, have also been identified. Since 1991 at least four species new to science have been collected from the reserve. This high species number reflects Songimvelo’s location in the quarter-degree grid with the highest recorded plant diversity in Mpumalanga.

Veld type 8 (north-eastern Mountain Sourveld), which covers most of the S-MTFCA, is rapidly being lost to afforestation and the spread of alien plant and fish species.  This extensive grassland area is therefore of critical importance to conservation.  Furthermore, the granite derived soils along the eastern border of Malolotja and the serpentine soils in both reserves are unique features that support important plant communities.  The upland bog system in Malolotja reputedly supports the most diverse vlei communities in Swaziland
 and probably in the region.

Numerous rare and endangered plant species have been found in the S-MTFCA area.  Of these, the occurrence of the only remaining wild population of the Woolly Cycad, Encephalartos heenanii ranks as the most important.  Some 400 of these plants occur on Songimvelo with a very few plants growing just across the Swaziland border similar habitat. A significant number of restricted cycads, namely Encepharlatos paucidentantus also occur in both Songimvelo and Malolotja.  Important populations of Encephalartos laevifolius are found in Malolotja.  Several species of Protea occur in the region and entire Swaziland population of Protea comptonii occurs in Malolotja and Bulembu Mountain.

(c) Mammals

Since the proclamation of the reserves a number of large herbivores have been introduced.  The white rhino population on Songimvelo is one of the largest in the Mpumalanga Province. Disease-free buffalo are also present on Songimvelo.  Elephant occur on both Malolotja and Songimvelo.

Seventy-three mammals have been recorded from Songimvelo and sixty-four from Malolotja.  Twenty-seven small mammals occur in Malolotja including three species of grass climbing mouse (Dendromus spp). The S-MTFCA has important populations of regionally threatened species such as:

· Thick-tailed bushbaby (Otolemur crassicaudatus),

· Samango monkey (Cercopithecus mitis),

· Honey badger (Mellivora capensis)

· African civet (Civettictus civetta),

· White-tailed mongoose (Ichneumia albicauda),

· Aardwolf (Proteles cristatus,) 

· Leopard (Panthera pardus),

· Serval (Laptailurus serval),

· African wild cat (Felis lybica),

· Antbear (Orycterophus afer),

· White rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum),

· Cape buffalo (Syncerus caffer),

· Red duiker (Cephalophus natalensis),

· Tsessebe (Damaliscus lunatus),

· Oribi (ourebia ourebi), and

· Grey rhebok (Pelea capreolus).

(d) Birds

More than three hundred and thirty bird species have been recorded from Songimvelo and more than two hundred and seventy in Malolotja.  Important species recorded from the area include White stork (Ciconia ciconia), Yellow-billed Stork (Mycteria ibis), Bald ibis (Geronticus calvus), Bat hawk (Macheiramphus alcinus), Martial Eagle (Polemaetus bellicosus), African finfoot (Podica senegalensis), Stanley’s bustard (Neotis denhami) and Blue swallow (Hirundo atrocaerulea).  Of the approximately 92 endemic southern African bird species, 33 have been recorded from Malolotja.  The two reserves provide important breeding habitat for African finfoot, Martial eagle, Bald ibis (Geronticus calvus), Stanley’s bustard and Blue crane.  At least eight breeding pairs of the critically endangered Blue swallow are present at Malolotja.

(e) Fish

More than twenty species of freshwater fishes have been recorded from each protected area, including threatened and rare species such as the Incomati rock catlet (Chiloglanis bifurcus), Phongolo rock catlet (Chiloglanis emarginatus), and southern mouthbrooder (Pseudocrenilabrus philander).  All six southern African endemic species of rock catlet (Chiloglanis spp.) have been recorded from Malolotja and Songimvelo.  Both reserves provide important protected habitat for eels.

(f) Reptiles and Amphibians

More than fifty species of reptiles and amphibians have been recorded from Songimvelo and from Malolotja eighty-nine species, comprising 65 reptiles and 24 amphibians.  Several regionally important species are found in the area including the Swaziland endemic Thick-tailed rock gecko (Afroedura major), the near-endemic Barberton girdled lizard (Cordylus warreni babertornensis), and the near-endemic Swazi rock snake (Lamprophis swazicus).  All three species of southern African grass lizard (Chamaesaura spp.) occur in Malolotja.  Regionally important frogs include the Natal ghost frog (Heleophryne natalensis), Plaintive rain frog (Breviceps verucosus), Long-toed running frog (Semnodactylus wealii), Striped grass frog (Ptychadena porosissima) and Yellow striped reed frog (Hyperolium semidiscus).

1.5
Current land-use, demography and socio-economic status

The Malolotja Nature Reserve was proclaimed in 1977 and Songimvelo Nature Reserve was established in 1987.  A number of tourist facilities have been established in both reserves and are functional at this stage.  On the South African side a number of private conservation initiatives have sprung up in the Barberton Mountainlands.  These could, together with community land and other state land, be linked with the S-MTFCA into a single entity of 120 000 ha.

The surrounding land use outside the core S-MTFCA area is mostly plantation forestry and grazing.  Apart from a number of formal settlement along the borders of the S-MTFCA, a number of household are scattered across the landscape within the S-MTFCA practising subsistence agriculture (maize farming and livestock grazing).  Income levels are low and future prospects seem slim.

A comparative study on the value of the respective forms of land use (namely forestry, maize farming, livestock grazing and ecotourism) on Songimvelo revealed that only forestry could generate financial returns on a par with the full tourism development potential.  However, its environmental impact is much higher in terms of the loss of original vegetation and its associated fauna as well as the resulting streamflow reduction. This would have major repercussions for the users downstream, particularly the emergent sugar cane farmers in the Nkomazi district, who depend directly on irrigation water from the Nkomati and Mlumati rivers.  Based on the present catchment value of the Songimvelo area and the extent of plantations already present in the Barberton/ Pigg’s Peak area, it is unlikely that new large-scale planting permits would be allocated by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry.

The asbestos mining on both sides of the border will be discontinued in the near future (2 to 4 years).  This will further exacerbate the present high levels of unemployment.

1.6
Opportunities

The Barberton Mountainlands have been identified in the “Grant Thornton/Kessel Feinstein” reports (during the Maputo Corridor planning) as a priority region as far as tourism development is concerned.  This has further been entrenched in the Provincial Development Growth Plan.  The ‘Songimvelo Circle’ encompassing the Songimvelo and Malolotja reserves has been identified as one of the major tourism development nodes for the Province.

Landscape beauty, game viewing, cultural and (soft) adventure products, within the context of the BTC/TBC, strengthen the areas profile and future potential.

The potential growth assumes a ‘without frontiers’ vision based on a partnership between the Republic of South Africa and the Kingdom of Swaziland.  If this partnership is not forthcoming then the Songimvelo Circle will not exist and the tourism product offered by both the Republic of South Africa and the Kingdom of Swaziland will be much weaker.

The further expansion of the ecotourism facilities in this area and the integration of the tourism experiences across the area have thus been identified as the main opportunity for income generation and job creation in the TFCA area.  The different types of land-ownership hold the potential to realise true public-community-private partnerships.
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